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Customs House was undertaken to mark the reopening of that 
building under the custodianship of The University of 
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Preface 
The history of the Brisbane Customs House is a tantalising 
mixture of periods that we know quite well and others that we 
know hardly at all. The surviving and accessible documentation 
IS patchy, but there may well be a more detailed story to tell 
sometime in the future. For the present, I have chosen to 
describe at some length the episodes about which most is 
known, especially the building of the Customs House and its 
internal reconstruction after the Second World War. These were 
the two most important times in its past and they divide the 
story into two halves, the second of which is unfinished and 
wiU certainly merit closer inspection in the future. I have also 
chosen to tell the story largely through the documentation of 
the time, and that means that the Customs House appears 'warts 
and all'. I trust that the problems of plumbing and plastering 
have not overshadowed or detracted from this history of the 
magnificent building that has deUghted the people of Brisbane 
for over a century. 
I wish to acknowledge the help received from the staff^  of 
the Queensland State Archives and the Commonwealth Ar-
chives, the John Oxley Library, the Fryer Library, Media and 
Information and Archives and Records Management Services, 
University of Queensland, and Queensland Newspapers, Leon 
Bedington, Australian Customs Service, Perry Tidy and Dick 
Turpin, Asset Services, Robert Riddel, Don Watson, Judith 
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McKay and Spencer Routh. The manuscript was typed by my 
colleague Margaret Dawson and the research was undertaken 
by Bernadette Turner. My friends at the University of Queens-
land Press are thanked for working wonders under impossible 
time constraints. 
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A CUSTOMS HOUSE 
FOR BRISBANE 
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I , N MAY 1842 THE MORETON BAY DISTRICT was declared 
open to free setdement and the prehistory of the new Customs 
House might reasonably be said to date from this point. Four 
years later, sufficient progress had been made to justify the 
establishment of the first newspaper, the Moreton Bay Courier, 
and the bay itself was surveyed by Captain J. C. Wickham RN, 
the Queen's representative in the area. Moreton Bay, in the 
ironical, almost satirical words of J.J. Knight, one of Brisbane's 
first historians, now rose to the dignity of a port of entry, 
recognised by the arrival shortly afterwards of a Customs 
Officer, accompanied by a staff of six, who took up their 
residence 'with all the bumptiousness of office'.•'^ •^^ 
Their arrival was foreshadowed by an announcement in the 
New South Wales Government Gazette of 12 May 1846 and a 
dispatch from the Governor, Sir George Gipps, to William 
Ewart Gladstone, at this stage Secretary of State for the Colo-
nies but eventually to achieve even greater distinction. He 
informed Gladstone that he had estabUshed a branch of the 
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Customs Department at Moreton Bay, and sought con-
firmation of the appomtment of a Sub-Collector, a Landmg 
Waiter, a coxswain, and a boat's crew. J.J. Knight was critical of 
this apparently impetuous decision so extravagandy imple-
mented. He could think of no good reason for this sudden 
recognition of Moreton Bay, and was puzzled to know how so 
large a staff could have occupied their time.^ *'- '^' 
On 13 June the new Customs Officer, Mr WA. Duncan, 
arrived in Brisbane with his wife on the SS Tamar and, 
according to WiUiam Coote, writing Queensland history in 
1882, 'his satellites soon followed'. This is a further disparaging 
remark that suggests that the bureaucratic operation of customs 
collection was not an endearing one;nor would that reputation 
swiftly change. The scepticism and cynicism of Knight and 
Coote seemed well justified when, in the first year of the new 
service's operation, its outgoings greatly exceeded the income 
that it generated. Indeed, the expenses of the office have been 
variously stated at something between ;,(^ 800 and ;£900, 
whereas the income for the first year was only a paltry ;^20. 
Administrative infrastructure was, however, in place and reve-
nue could be expected to flow as the business of the port 
increased.^''^''-''^ 
Duncan moved into a small cottage in Queen Street, at the 
corner of Wharf Street, owned by Andrew Petrie, the Clerk of 
Works. Here he set up his first office prior to the establishment 
of Customs at the Commissariat building in William Street. 
This did not, however, immediately confirm Brisbane's right 
to be the commercial port of Moreton Bay and the site of a 
Customs House. The Colonial Treasurer indicated that Cleve-
land was under consideration for that role, and local opinion 
needed to be mobilised. At a public meeting on 19 November 
1846, It was resolved to petition the Governor of New South 
Wales on behalf of the town, whose inhabitants had already 
— 4 — 
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made considerable investment in property in the expectation 
that the port was to be established there."*^ 
They ultimately prevailed, for in 1848 the government 
agreed to allocate / j 1,000 for the building of a Customs House 
and the provision of the necessary facihties in Brisbane. Captain 
Owen Stanley of HMS Rattlesnake was entrusted with the task 
of selecting a suitable piece of land for the erection of a 
Customs House. Later generations were to be grateful that he 
chose well, for he selected the Queen Street block, at Petrie's 
Bight, an area of two rods and seventeen perches, on which 
were built the first Customs House and its successor. This site, 
in the judgement of the Colonial Secretary in Sydney, 'was 
considered to be the most eligible with reference to the fiature 
prospects of the town'. He had an eye for long-term develop-
ments, whereas contemporary sea captains were less convinced 
of Stanley's wisdom, for most of them berthed in South 
Brisbane and complained of the mile-long walk 'through the 
bush' to the lower end of Queen Street to transact their 
business.•'^ •'' 
On 10 July 1849, the Neiv South Wales Government Gazette 
carried an announcement that tenders would be received until 
6 August from any persons willing to contract for the erection 
of a Custom House at Brisbane, Moreton Bay. It is to be noted 
that the singular form was used in the announcement, for that 
was the usual form and would remain so for many years, though 
subsequent usage of the plural probably justifies its anachronis-
tic projection into the early history of the buildings. 
The contract for the Customs House was awarded to James 
Atkinson of Windsor, who undertook within nine months 'to 
furnish the material for and to erect and build a one-storeyed 
Customs House at Brisbane' for the sum of ;^407.15s. The 
erection was to be supervised by the Brisbane Pohce Magistrate 
and the Sub-Collector of Customs, for the Colonial Secretary's 
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office decided that it was unnecessary to appoint a Foreman of 
Works to superintend the operation. The local officials were 
requested to ensure that the works be properly executed 
according to the plan and specifications prepared by the 
Colonial Architect in Sydney and forwarded to Brisbane by 
mail.'* 
These were evidendy modest enough, for the building was 
said to be of cottage-Uke design, having two rooms with a 
passage between, and built on a lower level than its successor 
Before the building occurred, a strange correspondence was 
initiated by the builder, who petitioned the Governor to be 
allowed, as contractor, to make the bricks on the Crown land 
itself without the need to take out a Hcence as a brickmaker. 
This request was not viewed with favour and Mr Atkinson was 
duly apprised that the Governor was unable to accede to the 
request. It is not altogether clear whether the central issue at 
stake was the unlicensed manufacture of bricks or the conven-
ience of being able to manufacture them on the spot.^ '^* 
Despite his disappointment, James Atkinson was able to 
proceed with the work and the Customs House was opened 
on 26 March 1850, which indicates that the contract time was 
observed. An iromcal circumstance accompanying the opening 
was the announcement on the very same day of the death in 
Sydney of Captain Stanley, who had selected the site two years 
earlier. His choice would eventually be vindicated by the 
handsome building finally placed there, but a single-storey 
structure below the level of Queen Street was not likely to do 
it justice. Coote would write later of the modest-looking 
structure that shrank from notice in the hollow between 
Queen Street and the river. The site was worthier of something 
grander and eventually it received such a building.^^'^' 
Meanwhile, the new setdement grew, and as its population 
expanded so, too, did the trade of the port and so too the 
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demands upon its facilities. The Customs House staff of seven 
in 1846 had forty years later grown to seventy and the original 
headquarters were no longer sufficient to meet the needs of 
the service. The original building was extended by the addition 
of a new wmg in 1872 with a veranda on two sides; a flight of 
stone stairs was built in the foUowing year and a few outbuild-
ings were also added to the site. By 1874, no less than ^2,610 
was believed to have been spent on extending, altering and 
improving the building, which was six times the contract price 
of erecting it, but additional premises were forever in demand 
to supplement the inadequate accommodation now being 
provided. These temporary expedients included the cellar of 
the old Town Hall at the top of Queen Street, which served for 
a time as a Queen's Warehouse. '^^ - '^' 
It was inevitable that a local demand should arise for a new, 
more spacious Customs House, in keeping with the enhanced 
status of Brisbane, and this was taken up by some with an 
interest in real estate who attempted to give the authorities a 
nudge m the direction that best suited those with land to sell. 
In June 1883, for example, the Colonial Treasurer was offered 
a property at the corner of Queen and Wharf Streets, on which 
two houses were currently standing, which the vendor believed 
to be suitable as the site for a new Customs House demanded 
by the increasing commerce of the city It was suggested that 
the existing Customs House, having a river frontage of 200 feet, 
might be sold for ^^70,000, that the vendor's lot be purchased 
for -,{^43,600, and that the remaining ;^26,400 be then available 
for the new building. At the same time, the insufficient wharf-
age accommodation of the city might be improved.^ 
The offer was not accepted. Instead, at a later time, in 
November 1884, the Colonial Treasurer gave his celebrated and 
much quoted instructions to the Colonial Architect to prepare 
plans for a new Customs House building that would 'combine 
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Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE BRISBANE CUSTOMS HOUSE 
convenient facilities together with a beautiful appearance from 
Queen Street as well as the river'. The existing site was to be 
used again. A few weeks later the Colonial Architect had 
evidendy not yet responded, as the Colonial Treasurer again 
sent out a communicadon, this time to the Minister for Works, 
asking him to instruct the Colonial Architect to call on the 
Collector of Customs with a view to acquiring a knowledge 
of the site and the requirements of the department in relation 
to a new Customs House for Brisbane.^ 
At the beginning of 1886 the Colonial Architect,JJ. Clarke, 
was succeeded by a member of his own staff, George St Paul 
Connolly, born in Brisbane in 1847 and educated in the town. 
He had joined the Colonial Architect's Office in 1872 and was 
promoted to the senior position during the year in which the 
plans for the new Customs House vi^ ere completed. Although 
inevitably he would have been involved in this activity, the 
principal credit for the design of the building has always been 
accorded to his subordinate, the 26-year-old Charles H.McLay. 
This young Scot,born in Stirling in 1860,trained as an architect 
before emigrating to Australia, and arrived in Brisbane to take 
up Queensland government employment during 1885 when 
the previous Colonial Architect was apparendy responding 
only slowly to the requests of the Colonial Treasurer for action 
on the matter of the Customs House. McLay would eventually 
leave government service in 1907 to become a founding 
partner in the Brisbane firm of architects that was to become 
Conrad and Gargett, but in the meantime he was about to 
perform his first and greatest service to Queensland while stfll 
a draughtsman in the office of the Colonial Architect. Here 'he 
designed a building 159 ft long and 75 ft in width of handsome 
and imposing appearance ... the Queen St and river frontages 
... flanked by two pedimental gables with a space between 
filled in by massive colonnades comprising a balcony on the 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
A CUSTOMS HOUSE FOR BRISBANE 
first floor carried upon trusses of carved wood and stone'. No 
fewer than six designs were produced over the period 5 
November 1885 to 25 March 1886, with common features 
including a basement. Long Room and first-floor office ac-
commodation; the Queen Street and riverside elevations were 
mirror images of each other; the designs provided for a cop-
per-sheathed dome, either centrally or towards the end, and a 
central staircase. Not until late March was a plan finally ac-
cepted.'^'2'^'30'36 
It is intriguing to note that all modern authorities attribute 
the design of the Customs House to Charles McLay, yet they 
do so in language that remains slightly equivocal, stating that 
he has been given the credit for it rather than unambiguously 
pronouncing that he did the work and therefore deserves the 
credit. This may well be the result of an appropriate caution in 
making precise attribution for work that is the product of a 
department, and modern intellectual property lawyers might 
debate the relative rights of employers and employees to 
ownership of ideas, but McLay's central part appears in little 
doubt. It may not be conclusive that McLay has almost univer-
sal recognition in the role, but his tenure is supported by the 
absence of rival claimants. When, in January 1949, the Courier-
Mail had the temerity to refer to someone as the grandson of 
J.J. Clark, who designed the Treasury Building and Brisbane 
Customs House, the newspaper was quickly taken to task by a 
reader who authoritatively maintained that Charles McLay, on 
the architectural staff of the Works Department from 21 July 
1885 to 12 August 1890, was the true designer, not his superior 
officer. Even more persuasive are the initials of McLay on the 
plans themselves, which confirm the befief of Robert Riddel, 
the architect presiding over the modern restoration, that aspects 
of the style are characteristic of McLay's other work. With 
Charles McLay remains the principal credit for what has been 
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described as 'one of the architectural treasures of Brisbane' , 'a 
beautifully proportioned edifice in the Classical Renaissance 
tradition, with a dome like St Paul's, London, and five Cor in -
thian columns'.36.24,29,34 
The translation of the concept into the reaUty was not 
without Its problems. By 17 June 1886 the new Colonial 
Architect, George Connol ly was ready with his department's 
plans and estimates for their implementat ion, and he reported 
to the Under Secretary for Works that, in accordance with 
instructions received, plans had now been prepared for a new 
Customs House. The building itself was expected to cost 
;^30,148.8s, a figure of greater precision than might be ex-
pected for such an exercise, and its gas fittings an additional 
^ 1 4 5 . The external works, a boundary wall, iron railings,gates, 
gate piers, steps and closets were estimated to require 
;^5,693.12s.9d, this sum calculated down to the last penny.The 
grand total was ;^35,985.0s.9d., and anyone tendering for this 
contract was evidently expected to demonstrate a comparable 
precision in the amounts that were stipulated.^ 
T h e invitation to submit tenders produced seven responses 
that were arranged in rank order with the lowest at the top 
according to government practice. That place was taken by Dart 
and Morry, the latter an English architect from Shropshire who 
had arrived in Brisbane in February 1884, gained some expe-
rience in private practice, and joined the Colonial Architect's 
Depar tment . From this position he resigned in the very month 
that George Connolly submitted his plans and estimates to 
return to private practice as an architect and contractor. The 
tender of Dart and Mor ry was well below the projected price 
for the job, in that they offered to undertake the external works 
for / ;2 ,884 and the mam building for £21,^00, a total of 
^ 3 0 , 2 8 4 , and complete the j ob within two years. The i r offer 
could have been rashly and hastily made, for on 23 June, the 
10 
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very day on which the tender was recommended for accep-
tance, with the approval of six initialling ministers, Morry 
wrote to Connolly that they had omitted to include a separate 
price for gas fittings, which would cost ;£180, and on 26 July 
he wrote again to report that circumstances had arisen since 
tendering that prevented the signing of the contract and to 
request to be allowed to withdraw the tender Permission was 
granted but the firm's deposit was temporarily forfeited and 
Dart and Morry incurred the usual penalty of being debarred 
from successfully tendering for pubfic works for a period of 
twelve months.2-6 
In consequence the Secretary for Public Works recom-
mended the acceptance of the second lowest tender, of Thomas 
Hannah, who had offered to erect the buildings and its out-
works for a sum of ^33,191, which was stfll within the 
proposed budget. Hannah was very quick off the mark in that, 
having seen a press report that Dart and Morry had withdrawn, 
he himself pressed his own case on 28 July, though offering a 
deposit of only _£1,000 in place of the 10 per cent usually 
required. He, too, evidently acted in haste, for on 17 August he 
wrote a further letter to the Under Secretary for Works, 
declining to take up the contract because of circumstances that 
had arisen at the last moment which had completely upset his 
plans. Again the standard punishment was imposed, surrender 
of deposit and loss of tendering rights for one year.^ 
The next development was a surprising one. Instead of 
moving to number three on the list, the authorities offered the 
contract to John Petrie and Son, builders and contractors, a 
firm belonging to one of the best known families in Brisbane. 
Petrie's original tender of ;^40,143 had placed him well outside 
the hmits earlier envisaged and no higher than fourth on the 
list; he had also quoted a completion time of thirty months, 
which was six months longer than either Dart and Morry or 
11 
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Thomas Hannah. Despite these apparent weaknesses in his case, 
Petrie now became the chosen contractor for the new Customs 
House, for the Executive Council resolved on 20 August to 
accept the tender of Messrs John Petrie and Son to erect the 
building, to be of stone from Spring Hill Quarries, for the sum 
of ;(;37,342. The price too presents something of a mystery 
since it was almost /^3,000 below that originally quoted and 
much closer to the one that the government had in mind.'''^ 
Within six days the contract was signed and sealed. The 
specification for the new Customs House was a seventy-page 
hand-written document containing the details of the material 
to be used on the building and other building particulars. A 
note at the end of page 70 states that the specification and 
accompanying drawings were to be taken together as forming 
the contract and that any work shown on the drawing and not 
specified or work specified but not shown on the drawing was 
to be taken equally as part of the contract and executed as if 
shown on both. The Department of Works did not intend to 
be outsmarted by a building contractor because of some 
accidental omission in one place or the other. Besides under-
taking to remove all rubbish and broken glass from the building 
site at the end of operations, the contractor agreed to wash 
down all the interior with soap and water and the exterior, 
where necessary, with spirits of salts and water, clean all glass 
and leave everything perfect and in good order. An indenture 
bound John Petrie and Son to provide the materials and 
perform the various work required for the sum of ^37,342, 
the recently agreed amount, but the contractor was able to 
retain his original time of thirty months for the completion of 
the work. He would, in fact, require three years to do the job.'' 
The delays were, in part, the consequence of those changes 
of mind which owners frequently have after agreeing with a 
builder to do a particular job for a particular price, and the 
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consequences of those changes of mind were the not uncom-
mon disputes that surround the payment for extras which are 
deemed, by one party at least, to be outside the terms of the 
original contract. One change was requested on 24 November 
1887 when the Colonial Architect, George Connolly, asked 
approval for the use of 'Johnstons Patent wire netting' in the 
wooden laths in the walls and ceiling of the building to 
strengthen them and make the building more fire-proof. The 
estimated cost of this was ;^155. More expensive were the 
fittings proposed for the Long Room in mid 1889. The 
architect estimated that they could be had for ;,{^807.13s.l0d., 
whereas Petrie proposed to install them for /^928.10s. This was 
thought to be excessive, but the architect nevertheless recom-
mended acceptance of the Petrie tender because of the good 
work already performed. He was sure that a lower price could 
be obtained if a public tender were called, but he doubted if 
the work would be as good as Petrie's and he feared the fiirther 
delay that might be caused by bringing in another firm. This 
indicates a degree of contentment between the parties which 
is slightly surprising in view of the substantial additional claims 
that John Petrie was beginning to make for the extra work that 
he had been compelled to undertake.^ 
It seems probable that the contractor and the Foreman of 
Works, E.H. Alder, were already in dispute before the end of 
1887. On 8 June 1888 Alder reminded the firm that some six 
months had elapsed since he had spoken to them on the subject 
of extras and deductions in connection with the Customs 
House works and that he had requested repeatedly that their 
statement of account relating to these should be forwarded to 
the Colonial Architect. It was important, he said, to examine, 
confirm or correct as the facts required to avoid any fliture 
dispute over quantities to which delayed accounts too often 
gave rise. The reply that he received only fiilfilled his fears. On 
13-
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE BRISBANE CUSTOMS HOUSE 
2 July he wrote again to observe that the statement received 
appeared'singularly inaccurate'.For example,'the damp course 
of 20 gauge iron with V2" of cement over'had been specified 
but not executed, and there had been no deduction made for 
this. Similarly with the quantities of stonework and excavation 
displaced by the footings; the builders had stopped twelve 
inches short of the depths shown in the plan, but no allowances 
had been made for this. Those two items alone, it was alleged, 
represented a saving to the contractor of almost ;£200. He was 
in no hurry to reply to this, and, even when a fiirther reminder 
was sent on 30 August, it eUcited only an apology that the 
matter had been overlooked 'through Press of other Business' 
and a promise that 'our Mr Ferguson'would go into the matter 
'as soon as he got the large Iron Girders (he is now engaged 
in) put up in their places'. The Department of PubHc Works 
would hardly have been game to persist at the vital moment 
of the erection of ' the large Iron Girders'. If deductions were 
the apparent problem in 1888, it would be extras that would 
produce the more acrimonious dispute after the Customs 
House had actually been completed.^ 
This event was long and eagerly awaited, for it would have 
a symbolic as well as an actual importance. In reviewing the 
year 1888, the Brisbane Courier rejoiced in the new era of 
prosperity that seemed to have dawned in the colony with the 
advent of Sir Thomas Mcllwraith to power with the largest 
majority ever enjoyed by a Queensland premier. 'Business 
revived and capital came pouring into the. country; city prop-
erties changed hands at handsome figures'; building went on 
apace in the state capital and part of this great program of pubhc 
works was the new Customs House, a fitting symbol of 
economic growth and the new prosperity The deadline for 
Petrie's contract had almost been reached when the Courier wzs 
14 — 
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celebrating the successes of 1888,but it would be some months 
yet before the work was completed.^^ 
By 31 August 1889 the waiting was over. On that Saturday 
morning, the Courier was able to report that the work of 
removing the offices of Her Majesty's Customs to the new 
building in Petrie's Bight would begin that day and that all 
fiiture business would be conducted in the new Customs 
House. On the impact of this structure it passed a number of 
significant judgements that would stand the test of time: a 
handsome set of buildings had taken the place of the insignifi-
cant structure that had served for the conducting of public 
business for so many years; the Customs House, with its massive 
stone columns and large dome, would soon become one of the 
landmarks of the city; its appearance from the river was even 
more effective than that from Queen Street; it would do a lot 
to improving those first impressions that do so much towards 
making or marring the good opinions of visitors to Brisbane 
when they arrived by sea.^ ^ 
On the day of the actual opening, Monday 2 September, the 
Courier provided its readers and posterity with a detailed 
account of the new Customs House. It deserves to be quoted 
in its entirety since it contains not only a contemporary 
account of how the Customs House appeared at the time of 
its opening, but also a detafled description of its interior which 
is virtually an analysis of the work of the Customs Office as 
well as being a record for all time of the original internal 
structure and its decoration. This unsurpassed commentary 
reads as follows: 
The work of removing the ofSces of the Customs Department to 
the new building was carried out on Saturday, and although it will 
take several days to put everything in thorough working order, the 
building was opened for the transaction of public business on 
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Monday morning. The new Custom-house presents a hand some 
and imposing appearance, especially as seen from the river or from 
Petrie's Bight. Queenslanders may well be proud of it, and visitors 
cannot fail to be impressed by its classic appearance. Its massive 
Corinthian columns and pilasters and its large copper-sheathed 
dome will become one of the features of the city. The building is 
situated between the river and Queen-street at a point where the 
latter street joins Petrie's Bight. The site, which in area is about 
a-quarter of an acre, is somewhat peculiar in shape, being consid-
erably narrower at the Petrie's Bight end than at the other, and the 
ground makes a dip from Queen-street to the river. A road leading 
from Queen-street down to the wharves passes in front of the 
Petrie Bight facade. The building is most conveniendy situated as 
regards the shipping and leading mercantile houses. It consists of 
a basement and two stories, and is enclosed by a boundary-wall, 
which on the riverside is of considerable height, and has a flight 
of steps leading down to the river for the convenience of boatmen. 
The waU is surmounted by a wrought-iron railing. The Queen-
street gate, opposite the main entrance, is flanked by effective 
pillars of massive design. The frontage to Queen-street shows two 
stories, while owing to the fall of the ground towards the river the 
northern elevation shows three stories, the lower one being the 
basement. All the facades have freestone columns and pilasters of 
the Corinthian order. The stone used was obtained at Murphy's 
Creek and Helidon. The surface of the wall is brick covered with 
cement. The Queen-street and river frontages are each flanked by 
two pedimental gables with a space between filled in with 
colonnades and comprising a balcony on the first floor carried 
upon trusses of carved wood and stone. The end towards Petrie's 
Bight, the principal feature of which is a circular bay, is sur-
mounted by a well proportioned dome, which forms, perhaps, the 
distinctive feature of the building externally The highest point of 
the dome is 82ft. above the Queenstreet level. There are two 
entrances from Queenstreet, one being the main public entrance, 
situated in the centre of the building and the other, a smaller one 
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to the right, for the use of the officers. On the circular end of the 
building IS another public entrance, reached by a flight of stone 
stairs and opening direct into the 'long-room;' so that the public 
may enter by one door, transact their business as they pass along, 
and leave by the other, thus avoiding cunfusion and crowding. On 
the river side there are three doorways, giving access principally 
to the warehousing department. At the south-west end there is a 
private entrance for the use of the Collector of Customs. The main 
public entrance in Queen-street is a simple spacious arched 
doorway flanked with pilasters which run up to the balcony floors. 
The portico is reached by three stone steps. From the main 
vestibule, the floor of which is formed with encaustic tiling of 
simple geometric pattern, the long-room is entered by a door on 
the left. In this room all the public business wiU transacted [sic]. 
The room is cruciform and, as already stated, is surmounted by 
the dome, which is situated over the intersection of the arms of 
the cross, and rises to a height of 64ft. 6in. from the floor. The room 
is about 75ft. 6in.long by the same width measured from the ends 
of the cross. The general appearance of the room is chaste and 
noble. The walls and ceihng are plastered, and are spodess, with 
the exception of several panels under the dome which have been 
tinted gray. The wall surface is divided into two stories, with 
windows in each all round the room. The dome is supported on 
clusters of four pilasters of the Corinthian order at each of the 
four internal angles of the cross. It is divided into panels by a series 
of ribs, the top row of panels and the crown being glazed with 
stained glass of ornamental design in quiet colours. Parallel with 
the Queen-street frontage a counter extends from one end of this 
room to the other. The end near the vestibule is for the use of the 
clearing clerks, and the Petrie's Bight end of the counter is 
elaborately screened off for the cashier's department. The portion 
of the building nearest Queen-street is to be devoted to the use 
of the accountant's branch. There are two public writing-desks 
placed in this room, one just to the left of the vestibule entrance 
and the other to the right of the Petrie's Bight entrance. From the 
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vestibule on the right the main corridor is entered, opemng off 
which are large rooms for the inspector of invoices and the 
accountant, 19ft. by 14ft. and 22ft. by 13ft. 6in. respectively At the 
end of the corridor is a staircase. From the staircase hall opens a 
room for the landing surveyor, 22ft. 6 in. by 16ft. 6in., and another 
for clerks, 16ft. 6in. by lift.; also correspondence clerks' room, 
37ft. by 19ft. 6m., and two other rooms for the Collector of 
Customs, 21ft. by 16ft. 6in. and 16ft.6in.by 12ft. 3in. respectively 
The first floor is reached by a staircase of elaborate and massive 
design entirely of cedar. The ceiling over the staircase hall is 
panelled in plaster work, the Hght being admitted on all four sides 
from circular windows. On the carved plaster trusses under these 
windows are an architrave, frieze, and cornice running round the 
staircase hall. On the first floor, at the right of the landing, is a 
room for inquiries, of the same size as that for the corresponding 
clerks on the ground floor. Next to this, over the collectors' rooms, 
is a smaller suite of rooms for the Inspector of Distilleries. Part of 
the haU on this and the ground floor is screened off for the use of 
messengers. Going along the corridor on the right are two rooms 
for the Inspector of Distilleries and clerks of the distillery branch, 
while on the left are two rooms for clerks. Between the staircase 
and Queen-street are two rooms similar to those for landing-
waiter. Access to the Queen-street and river balconies is obtained 
from the public corridors, and also from the rooms of the 
Inspector of Distilleries. In the basement, the floor of which is 
concrete, there is a Queen's warehouse, corresponding in size to 
the 'long-room'. Underneath the front colonnade are two rooms 
with concrete ceilings, which wiU be used for the storage of 
kerosene and other inflammable articles. Underneath the staircase 
is a strong-room fitted up with slate shelving and divisions, and 
provided with iron doors and shutters. Adjoining this is a room 
for the use of the analyst. Underneath the correspondence-room 
is a large record-room, and under the collector's suite of rooms is 
another of similar dimensions for the use of the statistical depart-
ment. The fittings throughout are of polished cedar. The work has 
18 — 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
A CUSTOMS HOUSE FOR BRISBANE 
been executed by Messrs. John Petrie and Son in a most faithful 
and praiseworthy manner.^ ^ 
This was the new Customs House, later described as 'a fine 
classical building overlooking the Brisbane River', one that 
contained all the major elements of any major Customs House 
of the nineteenth century, 'proximity to the river or sea, a 
generous street entrance for the pubUc, a large Customs Hall, 
private offices and a bond store known as "the Queen's ware-
house" '. It had everything, including position, presence and 
impact, for J J. Knight would record in 1897 how it stood on 
the riverside at Petrie's Bight, commanding an expansive view 
of the shipping, with its domed roof of copper one of the first 
things to strike the eye of the new arrival, acknowledged by 
many to be the most ornate and prettily situated Customs 
House to be found anywhere.^ ''•^^•^^ 
Contributing to the general effect was the sandstone 
brought down from Murphy's Creek, Toowoomba, described 
by H.C. Pochards, The University of Queensland's first Profes-
sor of Geology and Mineralogy, as the best sandstone used in 
Brisbane. It is a coarse irregular-grained sandstone said to have 
excellent weathering quaUties, comparing well with the more 
famihar whiter HeUdon sandstone, though both would be used 
at St Lucia in the pre- and post-Second World War university 
buildings.*"'^ 2,38 
Another contribution was made by the painters and deco-
rators, Exton and Gough, co-occupants of Petrie's Bight, who 
were said to have been entrusted with the decorations of almost 
all the fine buddings that were being completed at this time 
and who, naturally, numbered the Customs House among their 
triumphs.The firm was said, with pardonable hyperbole,to have 
contributed much towards the beauty and finish of those 
Brisbane buildings that charmed the stranger and gave justifi-
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able pride to the aesthetic citizen. The new Customs House 
would continue to fulfd both functions.^° 
Perhaps the most curious role in the ornamentation of the 
building was that performed by the Minister for Works, the 
Hon J.M. Macrossan, who personally designed a coat of arms 
specifically for the Customs House. This was, of course, quite 
outside the normal remit of his office. No Austrafian colony 
had received a coat of arms to this date, and so the enterprising 
minister acted unilaterally to rectify the deficiency where 
Queensland was concerned. For reasons not readily under-
stood, he selected the reverse side of a medal struck in 1853 to 
mark the ending of the transportation of convicts to Tasmania. 
He adapted this to suit his own purposes, producing a particu-
larly idiosyncratic kangaroo which was facing outwards, almost 
casting a suspicious glance over its right shoulder. This resulting 
heraldic shield appears in all four pediments and gives the 
Customs House one of its most endearing curiosities. It also 
served to jog the memory of the imperial government to do 
the right thing, for Queensland became the first Australian 
colony to receive an official coat of arms in 1893."^ '^^ ^ 
When the public rejoicing and self-congratulation were 
over, though there is httle to suggest that the authorities 
themselves made much of the opening of the new Customs 
House, there still remained the setthng of the accounts and in 
particular the resolution of the unfinished business between 
the contractors and the Department of Works. Relations which 
had clearly been strained on earher occasions now reached new 
levels of mutual frustration with the presentation in March 
1890 of an account by John Petrie and Son for the payment of 
^125.14s.2d. This represented interest on their initial ;,(;i,000 
deposit and on the sum of ^3,590.17s.Od. which, it was 
claimed, continued to be owed on extras and claims over the 
period 1 November 1889 to 21 March 1890. The department 
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was being charged an interest rate of 8 per cent. Seven months 
had elapsed since the Customs Department had taken posses-
sion of the building and five months since the accounts were 
rendered, and the contractors proposed that if no setdement 
had been arrived at by the end of the following week the whole 
matter be subjected to arbitration. This provoked an outraged 
response from E.H. Alder, the Foreman of Works and a veteran 
of earlier financial exchanges: any delays in settlement were 
entirely the fault of the contractors, who had claims for large 
sums of money to which they were not entitled and had 
repeatedly refiased requests to go through the items with a 
representative of the Colonial Architect's Office so that an 
agreed setdement could be reached; for almost two years there 
had been difficulties about measurements and quantities which 
should have been resolved by mutual examination; Petrie and 
Son had acted throughout on the assumption that in doing 
business with the government the correctness of their claims 
was not open to challenge; they had totally ignored the 
important matter of fines to which they were Hable through 
failure by some months to complete their contract on time; 
and now they had the audacity to make this cheeky claim for 
interest. Alder dismissed it as a mere speculative claim as he had 
already been in contact with Andrew Petrie, who had expressed 
his wiUingness to forego a claim of {^^  1,750 in return for a 
government agreement to cancel all fines m connection with 
the delay in completing the contract. All the claims, according 
to Alder, had been carefully examined, the total was largely in 
excess of what was justly due, yet the firm continued to resist 
any attempt to get together to reach a settlement. It was an 
unfortunate impasse that had been reached, doubly unfortu-
nate because of the general satisfaction with which the new 
Customs House was received locally and because of the fact 
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that the dispute had been long predicted and resolution pro-
cedures never set in place.^ 
There was further unpleasantness over a fiirther dispute 
involving the Colonial Architect's Office, the contractors and 
sub-contractor, William S. Henderson, Coppersmith and Brass 
Founder, of Perry Street, Petrie's Bight. Henderson claimed 
;£20 for additional work executed on the dome which had 
been done w i^th the knowledge of the other parties but under 
no formal agreement with either. A somewhat disgrunded 
Henderson maintained that his method was superior to the 
original specification and that it would save needless trouble in 
the future. He was prepared to concede his own stupidity in 
not understanding the bureaucratic procedures of government 
departments and must have been pleasantly surprised when 
George Connolly agreed in November 1890 to meet half the 
claim. The Colonial Architect correctly insisted that the fasten-
ers used on the dome were more costly than the ones specified 
and that he had made no arrangement for the extra cost. At the 
same time he conceded that they were far superior and that 
the work had been carried out well. Bureaucracy was present-
ing a human face.^ 
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The first Customs House in 1873, "a modest looking structure that shrank from notice". 
Reproduced by permission of the John Oxley Library. 
An early view from the river,before the fig tree. Reproduced by permission of the National 
Library of Australia. 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
Another view of Queen Street, 1898. Reproduced by permission of the John Oxley 
Library. 
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I . T WAS NOT ALWAYS EASY to maintain a smile on that face 
as the occupants of the Customs House became aware of the 
small defects of their new home and others of a more substantial 
kind. Among the former was the cement floor of room number 
6, which, if left in its existing uncovered state, threatened to be 
a cold place to occupy. Covering it with Hnoleum would cost 
T^ 11.5s., though matting could be had for 12s.6d. less. Cork 
was deemed to be unsuitable because of the need to stand and 
move fiirniture, and the momentous decision was eventually 
taken on 31 October 1889 that the Collector of Customs 
should have his hnoleum. This covering was particularly suited 
to the Collector's further plans to bring water pipes through 
the wall of this room and install a shower bath in one section. 
Two days before his hnoleum was approved, the Collector of 
Customs was again writing to the Department of Works of his 
intention to employ a nightwatchman as the premises were 
insecure and exposed on one side because a fence remained 
unfinished. Steahng would pose problems in the future on 
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those occasions when the Customs House became a building 
site, which it often did.'' 
By August 1890 another defect had appeared, for the Co-
lonial Architect was informed in that month that the tiles in 
the entrance lobby had 'from some reason or other bulged up' 
and were dangerous to walk on. The cost of taking them up 
and relaying them was estimated at ^3 and the Colomal 
Architect gave the operation immediate approval.*' 
Less tractable was the problem of the earth closets, which 
were to constitute a long-running saga in the early history of 
the new building. On 8 March 1890 no fewer than six 
employees addressed a joint letter of complaint to the Collector 
on 'the fdthy and unhealthy state of the closets connected with 
this office used by us'. They gave an evocative account of'the 
Rainwater and other Fluids' that 'lie continually on the floor 
owing to want of proper drainages'. They asked for the provi-
sion of disinfectant and a scarcely extravagant monthly washing 
of the seats and expressed a fear that some of their number 
might contract 'some virulent disease'. These images were far 
removed from those suggested by the grand neo-classical 
edifice that had so delighted the eyes from its imposing position 
on the riverbank. Bureaucracy yet again rose to the challenge 
and the Treasury urged the Department of Works to arrange 
for a weekly wash of these unsanitary places.^ 
Apparently fired by this triumph, the Colonial Architect 
allowed his ambitions for this part of the Customs House to 
grow beyond all reasonable bounds. By 3 April he was address-
ing the Under Secretary for Pubhc Works with new requests: 
the covering of air shafts to prevent rain from running down 
upon the occupants below; the installation of a water tap to 
provide hosing facihties and an outlet drain to carry off waste 
water; the provision of fids to prevent the rats from eating the 
closet seats, and other unmentionable extras that would help 
28 — 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE FINISHING TOUCHES 
to reduce the smell. Altogether these reforms were expected to 
cost ^25, a small enough price to pay for the improvements 
that they would achieve. In addition, the help of the Town Clerk 
was also enlisted for having the closets attended to three times 
a week and dry earth supplied. When all this had been done, 
according to ConnoUy, there would be no more complaints. It 
was a vain hope.^ 
By December 1890 the Collector of Customs was already 
seeking permission for the Colonial Architect to draw up plans 
for the first round of extensions and alterations. The Collector's 
waiting room was too dark and it would be necessary to pierce 
the wall of the Statistical Room to allow fight to penetrate. It 
was also time to erect stables, more closets and a retaining wall 
between the Customs House and its next-door neighbour. All 
this was expected to cost ^4^500, but before the work was 
planned there was a proposal that the government should 
attempt to buy or exchange a portion of land in an arrangement 
with the neighbouring firm of Gibbs, Bright and Co., insurers 
and general agents. This would have improved the shape of the 
block and ensured that the stables and closets did not interfere 
with the appearance of the Customs House from the river, but 
the neighbours were not wiUing or able to enter into such a 
negotiation.^ 
In its absence George Connolly produced his plans for 
stables, closets, a new window for the waiting room, toilet 
fittings and even a new timber platform for unloading purposes 
at the Queen's Warehouse, all at an estimated cost well below 
the budgeted sum. This appears to have encouraged the Col-
lector to seek a stable and coach-house 2 feet deeper than the 
originally proposed 10 feet and to make other suggestions for 
their enhancement such as a floor and a ceifing, all of which 
would be accommodated at an additional cost of only ^20. 
The Colonial Architect had his answer ready. The stable and 
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buggy shed, a somewhat less grandiose term than coach-house, 
were planned to be 10 feet wide and not to have a floor or a 
ceihng because the building was to be only a temporary 
structure produced as cheaply as possible. To do all the things 
requested by the Collector would cost /^28, and if they were 
to lay on water, supply a urine trough to the new earth closets 
and connect this to the drain, that would cost a further ^ 3 . 
Evidend y the fine had to be drawn somewhere. A contract was 
awarded in July 1891 to iViadsen and Watson of South Brisbane 
for work to the value of ;r446 which incorporated fencing and 
painting as well as the other items previously under discussion.^ 
The outworks of the Customs House were matters of some 
moment but tne main building was also causing some concern. 
In June 1893, the Collector of Customs asked for a report on 
the damp that was appearing in the ceihng of the Board Room 
for the foreman had found a crack in the iron where it turned 
under the lead flashing. It would also be necessary to seal under 
one sill with white lead putty, but the cost would not exceed 
30 shilfings.^ 
The first major threat to the new Customs House was that 
posed by floods, for the decade of the 1890s provided many 
illustrations of the hazards confronting those who Hved or 
worked on the banks of the Brisbane River. Inigo Jones, in his 
account of 'The Floods of the Brisbane River', records that in 
1890 there occurred a very memorable flood period; that in 
1892 a destructive gale was followed by a moderate rise of the 
river; and that 1893 brought the great flood, remembered by 
many as 'one of the most disastrous inundations in our history', 
during the second phase of which steamers, previously stranded 
in the Botanic Gardens, were able to be refloated. There were 
more floods in Brisbane in 1896 and again in 1898. These 
successive dc'i'ges must have put the Customs House to a 
severe test. During the worst floods, those of 1893, the Brisbane 
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Courier recorded on 4 February that at 1.30 that morning the 
river had risen to eighteen inches above the deck of Howard 
Smith and Sons' wharves at Petrie's Bight. The Customs House 
stood firm but the floods chd expose a few weaknesses that 
would require attention in addition to those which had already 
been detected.^^-^^ 
A Department of Works' report of 11 May 1894 stated that 
since the 1890 floods a quantity of sand and debris had 
accumulated on the Customs House side of the retaining wall 
along the riverside. Some surface drainage Avas required and 
the construction of a proper metal road to the Queen's Ware-
house was also recommended. The fundamental problem,iden-
tified earher by the Collector of Customs on 18 April, was the 
nature of the ground which prevented water drainage from the 
Customs House side of the retaining wall to the river side. As 
the top of the retaining wall was higher than the ground inside, 
which is hardly surprising, the surface water coidd not find an 
oudet. After a shower of rain the ground on the river side of 
the Customs House was always in a wet and dirty state. In heavy 
rain the surface water was forced underneath the stone steps 
to the river and it was feared that if the problem was not 
rectified the retaining wall would eventually collapse. In its 
search for a natural drainage, the water was already penetrating 
the underground closets and 'otherwise percolating between 
the earthwork and Retaining Wall'. The Collector of Customs 
also revealed that during the 1893 floods the water had stood 
7 feet deep in the basement of the Customs House and had 
deposited a large quantity of sand and debris near the gate in 
Queen Street. As the road from the Queen Street entrance to 
the Queen's Bond had never been formed, it was very difficult 
for a horse to pull a load from the Bond to the street. The gate 
itself presented fiirther problems. It was a heavy iron one with 
stone posts; it moved on wheels running on iron bed plates 
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fixed in stonework and this was being gradually worn down 
and destroyed through being higher than the roadway which 
had been washed away and needed to be formed and metalled 
from the entrance to the stables; also water tables should be 
made for draining off the surface water so that the threat to the 
retaining waU could be removed. It was easier in the short run 
to clean up the flood-affected basement. The fixing of ground 
levels and the making of roads, which might have been ex-
pected to form part of the original site works, were more 
fiindamental exercises which could not be avoided indefinitely 
though the temptation to postpone them was always there.^ 
In May 1895 the Collector of Customs delivered a lengthy 
submission for the attention of the Foreman of the Works 
Department. In this he lamented that the Customs House had 
had nothing done to it since the floods of 1893, that the 
basement walls remained in a stained and dirty condition and 
the doors were warped and needed to be renovated and 
painted. More serious, the entrance to the Queen's Warehouse 
•was too narrow and it was proving very difficult to load and 
unload drays because of the absence of hfting gear. The Works 
Department should be consulted about increasing the width 
of the present doorway and placing a 'cathead' above it which 
might be achieved without too much difficulty. In addition, a 
boatshed, which had not been included in the plans for the 
present building, was urgently required for carrying on the 
business of the department in a proper manner. At the moment 
there was no existing facility for boarding vessels in the river, 
and revenue might well be suffering m consequence. This 
seems a surprising oversight given the purpose of the Customs 
House. Another request concerned occupational health and 
safety. Pieces of ornamental work on the cornices m the Long 
Room weighing several pounds each had, it was reported, fallen 
from their places and could well have inflicted serious injury 
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had they struck anyone. Nor had earher reported problems 
been ehminated. The yard on the river side was not in a good 
state and the approach from Queen Street with its constant 
heavy traffic to and from the Queen's Warehouse was deterio-
rating further since no action had been taken over the stone 
siU on which the iron gate travelled. The metalled roading was 
stdl awaited from the entrance to the stable, and standing water 
continued to make it impossible to reach the premises at the 
rear dryshod after any rain had fallen.^ 
There was no rush to respond to these requests, but in 
November 1895 tenders were called for 'the carrying out of 
Repairs, Kalsomining and Painting Internally the Customs 
House Budding'. Persons tendering were required to visit the 
building and be taken over it to satisfy themselves that they 
could do the work, for no extras would be entertained. The 
work would need to be done with as fittle delay as possible and 
with minimal interference to the normal working of the offices. 
Furniture must be carefully covered up, and anything damaged 
would need to be French-polished or varnished to the standard 
of a new item. All timber used would have to be of best quafity 
'thoroughly sound and well seasoned, free from sap, heart 
shakes, gum veins and all other defects'. All doors and windows 
were to be thoroughly overhauled and repaired where neces-
sary all locks, hinges, fastenings on other parts to be repaired 
or replaced. The entrance doors to the Queen's Warehouse were 
to be removed and the opening widened by 9 inches on each 
side. The keystone was also to be removed, the opemng to be 
made square both inside and out, and neatly cemented or 
plastered, with all the mouldings to match those currently in 
existence. A new cedar door was described in very precise 
detail, as was the Chubb mortice lock by which it was to be 
secured. Over the door to the Bond Warehouse lifting gear was 
to be installed, with beams of'perfectly straight grained selected 
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spotted gum or ironbark'. The Hfting gear itself was 'to be cast 
of best scrap iron' and the large pulley wheel was to be 2 feet 
in diameter. Details of the workings were suppHed with great 
care and precision. The contractor was further reqmred to 
supply and install in the two fireplaces in the Long Room 
approved grates at ;£2.5s. each,properly finished and connected 
to the flues. As well, the contractor was required to take down 
the water tank at the rear of the building, thoroughly repair its 
stand, and place upon it a new 1,000 gallon tank of corrugated 
iron, details of the installation again being described with great 
precision.^ 
The contractor would need to demonstrate his versatdity 
and organising abilities by means of many more Hsted require-
ments: the removal and replacement of cracked tiles in the main 
entrance from Queen Street; the installation of a new water 
supply to the Collector's own private toilet facihties; the 
screening of the outside urinal 'so that the view from Queen 
Street to same may be effectually blocked'; new urinals bought 
to be fitted in the riverside closets; the blocking of the holes 
under the balustrade of the back balcony on the ground floor; 
the overhaul and renovation of the old counter in the Queen's 
Warehouse; new doors to be supplied where necessary, all 
unsightly cracks to be closed and all to be fitted with locks and 
keys where necessary; the desk in the Queen's Warehouse 'to 
be also done up similar to counter'; Hnoleum to be suppHed 
for the main stairs from the ground to the first floor; an 
additional stall to be built at the end of the buggy shed; all 
cormces and plasterwork to be repaired, with particular atten-
tion to be paid to the damaged or broken cornices in the Long 
Room; all passages and vestibules up the staircase and on the 
ground and first floors to have their walls and skirtings cleaned 
and painted, with 'four (4) good coats composed of genuine 
white lead tempered with boiled and raw Hnseed od'; the walls 
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and ceiHngs of all pubHc vestibules, passages and staircases on 
the ground and first floors,as well as the basement, to be cleaned 
and kalsomined in 'two (2) good coats of Johnston's or other 
equal and approved blend of kalsomine, finished to a fair and 
even surface free from brush marks etc'. AH brands of paint 
were to have the approval of the Government Architect and 
each coat had to be appHed at least three days after its prede-
cessor.^ 
WilHam Seal was taking on a very large responsibiHty when 
he contracted on 12 December 1895 to do these things for 
^138.10s, and by 21 January he had added twelve extra items 
to his program which were to cost ^34.18s. Although describ-
ing himself as a House, Sign, and Decorative Painter, he was 
evidently wiHing to take on aU the budding and joinery tasks 
that were required at the time.^ 
But Seal's contract was by no means the end of the present 
round of activities, for on 8 January 1896 the CoUector of 
Customs made his next bid, adding aesthetic appeal to the 
utiHtarian requirements that he had so far Hsted. Now he asked 
the Works Department to erect a wooden screen upon which 
creepers might be trained around the water closet that was in 
fuU view of Queen Street pedestrians. He also sought smaU 
wooden screens around the ventilator shafts coming up from 
the underground closets, a screen around the sink in the first 
floor veranda, which he found very unsightly, and a wicket gate 
leading into the back premises, with fencing or wire-netting 
to keep out the animals that would otherwise have free access 
to the grounds and wreck the newly turfed areas. A galvanised 
iron tank needed to be hidden from view and panes of glass 
replaced in the Long Room, the waHs and ceiHngs of which 
were covered with cobwebs and dirt and needed to be swept 
clean by men with long ladders. These items, argued W H . 
Irving, were not expensive and would add much to the 
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appearance of the building and convenience of staff. Mr Samuel 
Smith of Enoggera Road declared his readiness to undertake 
all this work for ;^49.7s.' 
During 1895 and beyond the Department of Works con-
ducted a long-running dispute with the Brisbane Town Clerk 
over differing judgements and the exercise of jurisdiction. On 
6 January the Foreman of Works reported to the Government 
Architect that a water table bridge was needed at the Queen 
Street entrance to the Queen's Warehouse as the existing pitch 
m crossing the water table was very great and made awkward 
by the angle at which the drays had to cross. It would also be 
necessary to form a body of 9 inches of tarred metal and asphalt 
across the footpath as the present asphalt was much broken by 
the traffic. The Government Architect responded to this re-
quest, for on 1 February 1896 he received a poHte but firm 
letter from the Town Clerk. The City Engineer had spotted a 
wooden bridge laid over the street water channel and he was 
not pleased; it was aUegedly unnecessary and would obstruct 
the flow of stormwater. Such channel bridges were being 
abolished as rapidly as possible throughout the city because 
they were dangerous obstructions and the Customs House 
bridge should be removed. The Foreman of Works accepted 
none of these arguments, maintaining that it was a big improve-
ment and obstructed nothing. The Town Clerk was not to be 
appeased. His letter had been misrepresented, he said, and the 
structure would have the effect of diverting stormwater into 
the roadway of adjoining properties. The Council was insisting 
that aU such bridges be removed and it decHned to make an 
exception of government departments. The bridge had to go 
and the heavy drays would simply have to put up with the 
inconvemence attached to securing entrance to the premises. 
Thus one part of Samuel Smith's handiwork, for which he had 
charged /j9, was to be short-Hved.'' 
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There seemed to be no end to the Government Architect's 
problems as the Customs House staff found new things to 
irritate them. One irritant in 1895 was the telephone, which 
was so publicly sited that members of the pubHc were not only 
able to overhear the business conversations of officers but were 
also making use of the telephone themselves. Hence the request 
that It be moved to an anteroom and partitioned off. Such an 
exercise would require the assistance of the Post and Telegraph 
Department where the Acting Electrician quoted a price of 
12s.6d. for relocating the telephone, though this cost did not 
include a sdent cabinet in which to enclose it.^ 
Less easily solved were the external problems of drainage 
and the urinals. On 2 October the Foreman of Works confessed 
that he had been having problems locating the leaks in the 
drains, though he knew weU enough that they existed. So, too, 
the problem of the urinals, which were said to have a leaking 
outlet pipe that was causing annoyance to the next-door 
neighbours, Messrs Gibbs, Bright and Co. The latter problem 
demanded immediate attention; the different departments in-
volved were aU in agreement and the job was done m less than 
six weeks, for ^3.10s, a speedy settlement for aU, with the 
probable exception of Messrs Gibbs, Bright and Co. The 
drainpipe leaks, which had been causing water to percolate 
through the ground at cHfferent points, were also fixed eventu-
aUy for the same price.^ 
On 1 March 1897 the CoUector of Customs was again 
taking the initiative in putting forward recommendations for 
what were described as 'certain smaU alterations and additions' 
to the Customs House. The first was a lunch-room for officers, 
who also needed somewhere to keep their belongings. So far 
they had used the room where Mamfest and Entries were kept 
but that meant access for unauthorised persons. Now it was 
proposed that a smaU section of the Queen's Warehouse, about 
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8 x 6 feet, be enclosed for the new purpose. A staircase was also 
requested to enable people to reach the Queen's Warehouse 
and back premises quickly without having to go to the far end 
of the budding and use a badly Ht staircase there. This would, 
It was said, save much .time. The next request reminded the 
Under Secretary at the Treasury that the doors and windows 
in the basement, which had been neglected since the 1893 
flood, were badly in need of painting and repair work. Another 
proposal was the raising of the screen which hid the water 
closet. When covered with creepers the present screen would 
make the place both dark and airless and prevent the spout from 
being cleaned. And the final request of this group was for a new 
wooden platform at the door of the Queen's Warehouse to 
receive goods from drays because the existing one was too 
smaU. The architect, it was said, had already inspected the 
premises and beHeved that the alterations were necessary and 
would not be expensive. The Customs Officer, in a manner 
often employed by petitioners, stressed that he had waited a 
long time before asking for these improvements to be carried 
out and that they would add much to the convenience of the 
users of the building and save them a lot of time.^ 
He evidently succeeded in striking the right note, for the 
Colonial Architect was soon drawing up his meticulous speci-
fications for the work to be done: bricks to be of an approved 
brand, hard, sound, weU burnt and 'weU wet' before use; sand 
was to be 'of fresh water deposit, clean and sharp, free from 
sahne, vegetable matter, loam, and other impurities'; the cement 
would need the architect's approval before being taken onto 
the site; existing lavatories were to be carefuUy removed from 
their present location and the two best were to be recycled for 
use m the new lunch-room; pine seating was prescribed for the 
room and a stand for a gas heater; the floor was to be covered 
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with best quality hnoleum as the htde palace was prepared for 
the long-suffering officers. They would suffer less in the future 
as they were given their new stairs, to the basement. A new 
cedar screen was also promised in the vestibule as were the 
removal of the existing platform at the entrance to the Bond 
and its replacement by a new and larger platform. A new press 
was to be constructed and the roof over the closet was to be 
raised as requested, with the creepers to be injured as httle as 
possible. It was to be a veritable work of conservation and the 
contractor who undertook the job was Thos Hirons.* 
Conservation was also a theme of the next exercise that 
confronted the bureaucrats of various departments. In Decem-
ber 1898 the CoHector of Customs had his attention drawn to 
the state of the roof of the budding. In many places the rust 
had eaten through the galvanised iron and any leakage might 
seriously damage the inside ceiHngs. Customs referred the 
matter to the Treasury and the Treasury referred it to the Works 
Department for immediate action. On 11 January the Inspector 
of Works made his gloomy report; he had examined the flat 
tiled iron roof and found that the iron had rusted through in a 
large number of places. The holes that he had discovered were 
almost aU at junction points where soldering had been done; 
they had been caused, he beHeved, by hydrochloric acid being 
used in the soldering, which had eaten through the galvanising 
and left the bare iron free to be affected by oxidization. He 
recommended that the whole roof be thoroughly examined 
and aU holes discovered. They should then be patched over with 
16-gauge zinc. Tenders were included in his letter from three 
plumbers who quoted figures from jri5.10s to /^19.^ 
This patching operation was Htde more than a short-term 
palHative though there was a diversion from the main event in 
1900. On 28 May Edward BierreU, the Senior Clerk and 
Inspector of Distdleries and Excise, reported to his Chief 
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Inspector that, during recent heavy rain, water had come down 
the chimney and flooded the floor of his office on the second 
floor of the Customs House. The Inspector of Works, J.B. 
Stevenson,had an answer to this one. The trouble had occurred, 
he reported on 4 July, because the flue of the chimney went 
up through the parapet waU and finished flush with the same 
on top. As there was no cover, any heavy rain poured down the 
flue and lodged in the floor beneath. The defect had been 
remedied at a cost of ;^2.10s.^ 
Not so the bigger defects associated with the roof. There 
were further leakages during 1901 and some plaster work was 
damaged in consequence. After repair work had been under-
taken, the Inspector of Works was satisfied on 26 June that the 
plaster was in solid condition and in no danger of faUing, but 
he did have problems to report. He beHeved that the leaks had 
been caused by obstructions in the downpipes which had 
prevented the escape of water from the gulHes which had 
overflown into the ceiHng below. More worrying was the 
generaUy unsound condition of the roof itself, for the iron 
sheeting was covered with corrosion holes where the sheets 
overlapped and under the lead capping. He was not inclined 
to be dogmatic over the cause, but suggested acid in the roof 
timber or in the paint, without specifically mentioning solder-
ing. The downpipes had been cleared and the roof patched up 
at a cost of / ;24 . ls.2d. but the warning was given that the 
greater part of the roof would need to be replaced in the near 
fiiture.* 
For the time being it was as good as could be expected but 
this cannot be said of his own treatment. Instead of being 
compHmented for his prompt action he was reprimanded and 
asked to explain by his supervisor why, having been requested 
to furnish a report, he had chosen instead to authorise the 
expenditure of over £2A. His reply which took almost three 
40 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE FINISHING TOUCHES 
weeks to produce, was brief but impressive; the state of the 
downpipes had been such that any delay would have meant 
further damage; the early work revealed corrosion in the iron 
sheeting which at first appeared likely to take only a few days' 
work but each day produced fresh evidence of more holes and 
more work. The job had never been intended as such a major 
exercise. His letter was annotated by the District Architect of 
the Southern Division who offered the support that Mr 
Stevenson, the Inspector, had no doubt thought that he had 
been acting in the best interests of the department when he 
proceeded speedily with the first repairs but that he shoidd have 
reported the matter as soon as he discovered that the problem 
was bigger than anticipated. He evidently displayed too much 
initiative at too low a level, but posterity may be wiUing to 
judge him more generously for his contribution to preserving 
the Customs House.* 
In spite of his timely intervention, the problem recurred. On 
24 February 1902 the Supply Clerk reported water coming 
through the ceiHng in 'the Warehouse-Keeper's Department' 
after a heavy shower and requested a roof inspection. The 
downpipes were choked with leaves, a not uncommon occur-
rence, and would require wire box covers to prevent this; there 
were also 'a few small corrosions in the iron sheeting'. The State 
Collector of Customs and Excise offered, as befitted his tide, a 
more dramatic account of events: during the previous week's 
thunderstorm, rather than heavy shower, water had poured into 
the Long Room in a volume equal to the fuU discharge of a 
3-inch pipe. The whole place had been flooded and water had 
penetrated the floor and ceiling into the King's Warehouse 
below, damaging some goods there; the water had run for some 
time after the rain had ceased, which strongly suggested the 
notion of blocked pipes.* 
Whatever the remedies applied on this occasion, they were 
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evidently insufficient, for the CoUector of Customs wrote again 
on 3 July 1903 to the Under Secretary for PubHc Works, caUing 
for yet another roof inspection above the Warehouse-Keeper's 
Branch. Whenever there was heavy rain, he complained, the 
roof leaked and water soaked through the plaster ceding and 
flooded the room below. In addition to the damage done to 
the ceiHng, which he identified as a very costly one, there was 
a risk that the plaster of Paris ornaments would become loose 
and faU upon the clerks beneath. The matter had received 
attention several times, but effective action should now be 
taken. That it was not is clearly borne out by the problems 
raised by another Inspector of Works, E.H. Alder, now pro-
moted, in September 1905.* 
Alder had 'the honor' to report that the waUs of two rooms 
were badly saturated with water from the downpipe in the waU 
which was probably badly choked. This downpipe had given 
much trouble in the past and should now be disconnected to 
avoid future damage and be replaced by a square pipe on the 
outside of the wall,at an estimated cost of ;^ 15. Aesthetics must 
surrender to utiHtarianism. The rain and the problems contin-
ued. A fortnight later, on 4 October, Alder conceded that the 
immured waUpipes were a general problem but no bigger than 
that of the flat roof which was in a defective state through 
corrosion and had undergone as many as forty patches in its 
previous repair contract. It should now be replaced in the near 
future by 'a properly hipped roof and the downpipes should 
be tackled at the same time. Not surprisingly, he was asked how 
much this would cost and two months later he came back with 
an answer, ^ 285 . This would aUow them to replace the existing 
defective flat roof with a new hipped roof of 24-gauge galva-
nised corrugated iron and provide strong wire screens to 
downpipes and gutters to prevent choking during hailstorms. 
The waU pipes appeared to be winmng their battie for survival 
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as long as someone could devise a way of admitting rainwater 
and excluding aU else.* 
The District Architect now took up the cry. The roof was 
seventeen years old and very flat and an applied preservative 
had proved to be an appHed corrosive. The problems, their 
supposed causes and their proposed solution were aU rehearsed 
and the work was described as 'an urgent and indispensable 
necessity' that should be undertaken without delay. The Treas-
ury's response revealed cool heads and no sense of panic; a sum 
of ;(^300 should be included in the estimates for 1906-7 and 
the work undertaken in the next financial year. They must have 
planned for a dry summer and autumn during the first half of 
1906.* 
Poor Alder could not leave the subject alone. Despite the 
recommendation for fliture commitment of money, he was stiU 
worried on 20 December 1905 by the much-discoloured waUs 
and ceiHngs of the Long Room, despite recent renovation, and 
the plaster that was leaving the waUs; a recent storm had driven 
ram honzontaUy under some of the windows, and the base-
ment warehouse had experienced some flooding because of 
blocked drains in Queen Street where paper and other rubbish 
had coUected. A poke with a stick from Alder himself had been 
sufficient to solve this particular problem, but it would not fix 
the roof By April, the Government Architect's Office had 
prepared its estimate for the roof, a total of ;^285 of which the 
main item was seventy squares of roofing at £^3.10s per square. 
The existing roof was to remain and the new roof was to be 
constructed over it, on a pine frame and 'in a thoroughly 
workmanlike manner'. This figure seems a trifle conservative, 
for they had already sought quotations for the job and the 
lowest one received, from Watson Brothers, had been for 
^^446.10s.* 
Fresh tenders were, however, caUed for and Jas Maskrey 
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quoted a figure of/;312.10s, which was recommended for 
acceptance despite being stdl beyond the approved Hmit. He 
was awarded the contract. He appears to have learned quickly 
the lesson of the previous November when he had bid ;^24 
for the contract to supply some new spouting and underground 
earthenware piping to the river. His proposed price of ;(r24 had 
been comfortably beaten by Thomas Walters of Adelaide Street, 
who had offered to do the job for /^9.17s.6d. There were later 
compensations. Whde the reroofing and repairs were being 
done at the Customs House in July 1906, a smaU area of plaster 
in the ceding and a smaU piece of the cornice in the Long 
Room needed attention. Although these repairs were not 
included in the present contract, the scaffolding was in position 
and they were attended to for an extra 10 shiUings. Similarly, 
on 27 August, Alder reported that another patch of plaster had 
recently faUen from the Long Room ceding and again the job 
was done for 10 shUHngs.* 
The roof was the biggest of the ongoing problems, but there 
were others of varying degrees of severity and persistence. 
Among these were the tdes in the vestibule or entrance haU to 
the Customs House which Hfted or worked loose from time 
to time. In July 1898, for example, the CoUector of Customs 
was concerned about this problem and repairs were undertaken 
at a cost of ;{^2.5s. In December 1902 he reported again that 
some of the tUes were loose and that this •was a matter of 
considerable inconvenience. The Inspector ofWorks confirmed 
that there was indeed a problem; some tiles were loose and a 
few were missing completely. He reported his findings to the 
Under Secretary for Public Works, who reported his judge-
ment to the CoUector of Customs whence the complaint had 
come. The wheels of bureaucracy had turned fuU circle and the 
job could be done for ^1.5s, not counting the cost of the 
administrative effort involved in reaching this decision.* 
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More persistent were the closet problems, which frequently 
came out into the open. Displaying a splendid mastery of 
departmental protocol, the CoUector of Customs notified the 
ControUer General, Department of Trade and Customs in 
Melbourne, a new federal voice in Queensland affairs, that, 
acting under the Home Affairs circular 02/4452 of July 1902 
which aUowed certain matters to be categorised as urgent, he 
had given instructions to the Department of Works regarding 
the Customs House closets which were unfit for use because 
of a leak in the urinal guttering. On the same day that he 
notified high powers in Melbourne of this impressive exercise 
of his authority, he was sent an assuring letter from the Supply 
Clerk at Customs and Excise that new guttering, costing ^5, 
was recommended for installation in the four earth closets and 
that this was rightly identified as an urgent matter and being 
treated as such.* 
There was, unfortunately, worse to foUow,for in March 1904 
the Inspector of Works, good and bad, inspected the under-
ground closets at the Customs House and found a whole Hst 
of matters requiring attention: the waUs \vere in need of 
whitewashing; the underside of seats needed to be cleaned; new 
deflectors were required to cHrect urine into the pans; the 
framing of the seats had become loose in the brickwork and 
needed to be secured; one new earth box was required; one 
urinal needed repair; and the inside ^voodwork needed to be 
painted. The one encouraging thing to report was that he did 
not consider that fumigation by an expert was necessary* 
Rather surprisingly, he appears to have overlooked other 
fairly significant issues for, three days after this report was 
written, the CoUector of Customs himself communicated 
directly to the Under Secretary for PubHc Works the fact that 
the premises were not in a fit state to be used; there was a general 
problem of floocHngin the closets after heavy rain because there 
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was no escape for the water; there was a specific problem that 
a pipe from one of the urinals to the drains had become blocked 
and It would be necessary to open up the drain to get it cleared. 
The underground privies were not an unmixed blessing.* 
Nor was close proximity to the river, despite its obvious 
desirabiHty for the function that the Customs House had to 
perform. On 15 December 1904, the CoUector of Customs 
notified the Under Secretary for PubHc Works that two of the 
rooms had been found to be infested •with vermin and asked 
for an officer to carry out an inspection. This prompted an 
immediate response: 'an officer accustomed to cyaniding' 
would be sent by the Department of Agriculture on the 
morrow with a view to carrying out the necessary operations 
on the Sunday, when, it must be presumed, he would be less of 
a threat to the humans. The first invaders were dealt with, but 
the source remained and on 14 February the CoUector re-
quested immediate action to have the rat holes blocked up in 
the floors of the Customs House. This procedure would cost 
^1.13s.6d. and such an expenditure required the authority of 
the Commonwealth Department of Home Affairs, but the 
Under Secretary for Public Works was at least prepared to 
sanction the work and seek approval for the expencHture 
retrospectively* 
The requisition was didy made 'for Blocking up Rat Holes 
in floors of Customs House', but reports were received at the 
same time from the PubHc Service Inspector at the Customs 
House that rats were gaining access to his room under the door 
Particularly worrying was his understanding that several 
plague-infested rats had been taken in the locaHty This report 
was supportea by ..le news that the Brisbane Courier had been 
supplying for some time. On 6 February it was reported that 
the 'rat gang' had been increased to fifty men and that the rat 
return for the week was for the destruction of 630 rats and 99 
— 46 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE FINISHINGTOUCHES 
mice. Of the 346 rats and 93 mice examined, 6 rats and 1 mouse 
had been found to be infected. Brisbane was declared an 
infected port as the bubonic plague made its unwelcome 
return. Inspector Alder undertook on 8 March to attend to the 
holes gnawed at the base of the Public Service Inspector's door 
as weU as to the other places in the floor. Catching the plague 
was something in excess of a normal occupational hazard for 
people working in the Customs Service on dry land.*'^ ^ 
Despite the various crises through which the Customs 
House appears to have passed, it was stiU possible for improve-
ments to occur that were not a direct response to threats to Hfe, 
Hmb and general health. One such improvement occurred in 
1902, when it was decided to remove the existing window, or 
'borrowed light'as such internal windows were quaintly caUed, 
between the Correspondence Room and the Messenger's 
Office and replace it with a new cedar door •with a fanlight. 
Such exercises were always meticulously prepared and speci-
fied. In the same contract it was agreed to erect across the 
existing Correspondence Room a cedar glazed screen and to 
put new counters in both this room and the Landing Surveyor's 
Office. It was typical of such contracts that this one specified 
that aU the new cedar work should receive 'three (3) coats best 
Copal varnish carefuUy laid on and left free of brush marks', 
while the existing woodwork in the Chief Clerk's room was 
to be thoroughly cleaned down and given another coat of 
varnish.* 
One improvement, or embeUishment, that was halted in its 
tracks concerned the Royal Coat of Arms originaUy purchased 
by the Department of Works from Messrs Grant and Cocks of 
Sydney at a cost of ;4]410s on the occasion of the Duke of 
York's visit to Queensland in 1901. This had subsequently been 
deposited in the basement of the Customs House and it was 
proposed in December 1905 that it should be refurbished and 
47 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE BRISBANE CUSTOMS HOUSE 
mounted on the waU of the Long Room on top of the cornice 
between the two doors leading into the haU.The estimated cost 
of decorating the arms in gold and silver leaf was ;£3.10s and 
of affixing it to the waU a further ^^l.lOs. Other costs were 
identified and the CoUector of Customs' idea received the 
blessing of the Government Architect and the departmental 
Under Secretary but for some reason, probably aesthetic rather 
than financial, the CoUector of Customs, W H . Irving, recorded 
on 18 December that it had been decided not to proceed •with 
the matter.* 
These •were years of almost incessant activity for buUders 
and other tradesmen at the Customs House. The year 1906 was 
the year of the new roof and that in which Thos Keenan 
constructed a jetty at a cost of/^76,but 1907 brought a range 
of jobs to be done. On 9January,E.H. Alder, Inspector ofWorks, 
reported on the state of the river waU and the garden fences. 
The former was found to be in good condition, but the wash 
of the river was said to be wearing away the stone foundation 
and might in time undermine the waU; the fiUing in of holes 
with concrete would achieve the necessary short-term effect. 
Simdarly •with the fence netting around the garden, a few 
repairs at an estimated cost of 10 shdHngs would suffice for the 
time being whde 5 yards of damaged brick surface drain could 
be repaired for only 12s.6d. Later that month he reported that 
the left-hand stone pUlar to the large entrance gate had been 
knocked out of line by some heavy vehicle bumping against 
it; this would require some repositioning and repainting but aU 
could be achieved for jr2.10s.* 
In February the earth closets were again posing an urgent 
problem, this time those beneath the brick stairway, but it was 
one for joiners rather than plumbers and no real sense of crisis 
is generated by the correspondence. In Aprd it was the Hghting 
that was proving unsatisfactory; there were insufficient gas 
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fittings in some areas of the Customs House and in others none 
at aU. The estimated cost of instaUing the required fittings was 
^22.19s.6d. and the lowest tender for the job came from 
Mahon Brothers of Margaret Street. Alder added a cautionary 
note to the effect that the work done by this firm should be 
very carefuUy inspected and that the specification should be 
carried out fuUy but these seem to have been normal practices 
anyway* 
In October, Alder turned his attention to the basement, 
which he described as useless in its existing state. More proper 
storage space was required and this demanded a partition and 
the erection of shelving. Lighting was bad in the passage and 
so glass panels would be required in the door leading to the 
storage area to aUow the passages to receive light when the 
door was closed. A further problem at this level was the fact 
that the platform at the door of the King's Warehouse, a change 
of name to accommodate a change of monarch, was too wide 
to aUow carts to be backed sufficiently to aUow goods to be 
lowered into them by crane. This was fairly readUy fixed by A.J. 
Byrne, Contractor, of Newstead who undertook to make the 
necessary alterations to the platform for ;/C1.5s. The alterations 
and fittings in the basement were a much bigger exercise and 
estimated to cost _£65, though J. Barker submitted a tender for 
;^53.14s and that was recommended for acceptance.* 
But the most important decision of 1907 was that to erect 
matching cedar partitions or screens to increase accommoda-
tion in the Long Room and to harmonise with the existing 
woodwork. This was a major project estimated by the Depart-
ment ofWorks to cost ;^300 when tenders opened on 15 
November. There were special conditions attached to this 
contract; patterns would need to be made of existing moulds 
and carvings and the existing screen in front of the Warehouse 
Room was to be reproduced in the new screens behind the 
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counter and round the Invoice Clerks' Room. AU the carved 
and moulded work was to be done by skiUed workmen, but 
the insistence on exact copying of existing workmanship 
suggests that Htde scope was aUowed for artistic licence. In this 
context it is important to note the existence of a Department 
of Works' notice to aU contractors, of March 1907, expressly 
prohibiting the subletting of any of the work within a contract 
without the specific written permission of the Secretary for 
PubHc Works.*'5 
The successful contractor for the cedar screens was S.C. 
Whiting of Bowen HiUs, whose price was ^219, and Whiting 
successfuUy applied for permission to sublet the contract for 
carving the caps and moulding for the cedar screens to 'Mr 
Harvey of George St Nr Printing Office' who employed no 
other men and did aU the carving himself. Lewis Jarvis Harvey 
had been in business as a wood and stone carver since 1892, 
•was exhibiting internationaUy by the time of his commission 
for the Customs House, and his work and distinction were to 
be acknowledged by a Queensland Art GaUery exhibition on 
'LJ. Harvey and his School' in 1983. This was the artistic talent 
hired to do a copying job for the Long Room's cedar screens, 
and it might be supposed that the job was not totaUy satisfying 
given the constraints under which he was required to operate. 
It is evident that the exercise went ahead, for on 9 May 1908 
an order was issued approving an estimated ^A9 additional 
expenditure on alterations to the screens currently being 
erected in order to aUow extra accommodation in the Invoice 
Room. Unfortunately for posterity this handiwork of L.J. 
Harvey has not survived and it must be supposed that the 
screens were removed in the renovations of 1947-50 when 
extensive 'improvements' were undertaken at the Customs 
House. In the meantime, the building was experiencing an 
— 50 — 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
THE FINISHINGTOUCHES 
aesthetic touch which Hfted business out of the normal rou-
[ j j^e 8,39,15 
This was restored by returning floods in March 1908, whde 
Harvey was presumably at work, when virtuaUy the whole of 
the wharves went under, including that of Gibbs, Bright and 
Co, Eagle Street, the next-door neighbours to the Customs 
House. This was business as usual for Alder, the Inspector of 
Works, who reported on 2 Aprd that the waUs of the closets 
and urinals at the Customs House were very dirty and stained 
by the flood and in need of renovation. The waUs needed 
Ume-washing and the woodwork of the seats and doors needed 
cleaning down and painting in one coat of paint. Life was back 
to normal, though some new norms were appearing in 1908, 
for in that year the Commonwealth of AustraHa recorded its 
ownership of the Customs House, henceforth the responsibd-
ity of the Department of Trade and Customs. It is interesting 
to note that it was valued at ;,{^80,804, the site and the structure 
being of almost equal worth.* 
Even more bureaucratic stages •were now required for the 
approval and undertaking of work to be performed at the 
Customs House. It was now the Works Registrar at the Com-
monwealth Department of Home Affairs who had to make the 
urgent submission of 16 January 1909 for the provision of extra 
sanitary accommodation at the Customs House, this time 
specifically for females, at a cost of {^^ 50, though the Under 
Secretary for Works in Brisbane and Inspector Alder would stiU 
have the responsibdity for getting the job done. A lavatory was 
to be removed from the existing Analyst's Room to a room on 
the opposite side of the passageway which was evidently to be 
converted into a Typists' Retiring Room. New pipes had to be 
laid for water and earthenware pipes for sewerage and it appears 
that they were aU to empty into the river. AU quotations for 
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this work exceeded the estimate and an adcHtional / ; i l . l2s.6d. 
had to be approved to aUow the lowest tender to be accepted.'^ 
In November 1909 it was a different Inspector ofWorks, 
D.B. Swame, who was seeking approval for improvements to 
the Hghting and ventilation of the Statistical Office, which was 
very hot in summer because its one door and three windows 
aU faced to the west. The absence of adjoining buddings, not a 
problem for the future, gave no protection from the sun. What 
the Inspector proposed was an opening in the waU over the 
stairweU, to take two sliding windows and a fanhght. This would 
both improve the Hght and admit the prevaiHng •winds from 
the north-east, for a mere ;^16, though the lowest tender 
received for the work was {^^ 20 from Humphreys and Richard-
son."' 
Yet another authority impinged upon the existence of the 
Customs House towards the end of 1909, this time the Brisbane 
City Council, and the Department of Works acted as a not 
altogether happy go-between. The City Council, in innocent 
error it must be supposed, constructed a landing place for the 
ferry on the river frontage of the Customs House without 
obtaining the prior consent of the Commonwealth govern-
ment. The latter appears to have reacted in a more than 
reasonable manner, agreeing to aUow the City Councd to 
occupy the land as tenants subject to certain conditions and 
the payment of a certain rent in the vicinity of ;4]50.^  
There was often prolonged haggling over very smaU sums 
of money in relation to Customs House expencHture, but at 
other times exceptions were made. On 11 May 1910, for 
example, the Director-General of the Works Department, 
Department of Home Affairs, Melbourne, telegraphed the 
Works Registrar for Queensland to the effect that ^30 each 
had been approved for the hanging of suitable mourning 
drapery at both the Customs House and the General Post 
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Office and to request that the PubHc Works Department attend 
to this immediately The death of Edward VII was an event that 
required appropriate recognition on such prominent public 
buildings.'* 
The year 1910 was also the year of the great abortion, when 
those in positions of authority seriously contemplated the foUy 
of adding an additional storey to the Customs House, meeting 
space requirements at an aesthetic cost to be borne forever by 
the people of Brisbane. It is not clear how real this danger ever 
was or what averted it, but the matter was serious enough for 
the Deputy Government Architect to submit three proposals 
on 8 November to 'Expedite Plan of Additional storey'. His 
first scheme would give 2,152 square feet of additional floor 
space at an estimated cost of ^(^2,550 but would have the effect 
of dwarfing the dome and other parts of the building, some-
thing to which he was evidently not insensitive. The second, 
but not recommended, plan was to budd on to the southern 
side of the existing western wing, thereby adding 2,132 square 
feet of floor space at an estimated cost of ;£2,250. The third 
and preferred scheme was to add to the north and south sides 
of the existing west wing to bring the north side into alignment 
with Queen Street. This was seen to be 'the most architectural' 
and the one most likely to preserve 'the monumental character' 
of the budding. The idea was not pursued.^ 
Minor space economies were achieved in 1911 by making 
alterations to the screens and counters in the Long Room 
which had required the application of great skUl only a few 
years earher but which had evidently made excessively gener-
ous provision for the working accommodation of officials. 
More screens were to be set up on the cashier's counter near 
the cashier's screen, matching that piece of work, and also in 
the Invoice Room; the existing counter in the Warehouse 
Branch had to be cut down and replaced by a desk which was 
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to be constructed by reusing the old timber. On 27 September 
It was recommended that James Price's tender of ;^125 be 
accepted for undertaking this work.' 
Two relatively minor repairs and one fairly significant one 
were undertaken in 1912.InJune the Commonwealth Depart-
ment of Home Affairs approved an order for the Department 
ofWorks to attend to repairs to the stone steps at the entrance 
to the Customs House, work which was expected to cost just 
less than £,30. In October a simdar order, marked urgent, was 
issued for repair to the ceiHng in the Typists' Room where a 
quantity of plaster had faUen and more was expected at any 
time; this matter was evidently regarded as one of such urgency 
that an order was issued before an estimate had been prepared, 
a virtual blank cheque for the Department ofWorks to spend.' 
The major project of the year was undoubtedly that of 
repairing the parapet, and the different experts appear to have 
had some difficulty in estimating the precise size and nature of 
the task confronting them. Making an initial report on 10 Aprd 
1912, the Inspector ofWorks offered explanatory notes that the 
parapet was brickwork rendered in cement and the balustrade 
was concrete. The cement rendering had cracked in many 
places, allowing stormwater to soak through the waUs; it would 
be necessary to repair this rendering and apply waterproof 
paint. The balusters also, in every case, were cracked, some 
dangerously so, because of the corrosion of the iron reinforcing 
rods. Some of the balusters might stdl have a future, but the 
whole were recommended for renewal if the best permanent 
results were to be achieved. The new balusters were estimated 
to cost X!i260 and the cement rendering repairs £41, a total of 
£301. This report was addressed to the Under Secretary and 
the Government Architect, who noted that the offending rods 
had in aU cases been embedded not less than half an inch from 
the face and that the materials originaUy used had aU been of 
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the best quality but that everything was now twenty-five years 
old. The Government Architect's Office proceeded to recalcu-
late the cost of the exercise and estimated that it would be 
£M3. The main difference between this sum and the earHer 
one was that provision was now being made for the brick^work 
and pedestals to be stripped and replastered whereas the earHer 
one had aUowed only for repairing the existing work. Expen-
diture of;r307 was given Commonwealth approval, a decision 
which seemed to convey a clear message, but the three tenders 
received for the job were aU in excess of this amount, in one 
case, that of E. Tofield, for ^{^993, weU over three times the 
amount approved. John Badey undertook to do the work for 
_^355.18s and this best offer received had to be accepted.' 
The specifications for the job were, as always, embodied in 
a document of considerable length which indicates that the 
outside, inside, and top faces of the entire parapet around the 
roof were to be repaired, that the balusters were to be removed 
and replaced by new ones and that these were to be cast in 
concrete in metal-Hned boxes in a form simdar to the existing 
one. The cement to be used should always be of AustraHan 
manufacture, provided that it passed aU the required tests and 
did not entad increased expenditure. The criteria forjudging 
the quaHty of the raw material and its capacity to do the job 
were extremely precise, but even this degree of care could not 
guarantee that there woidd be no surprises once the work had 
begun. On 17 October the Inspector of Works offered an 
interim progress report and Hsted the new discoveries: on 
clipping the baU finials the contractor had found that they had 
been cast hoUow, a condition which meant that they had to be 
replaced, not repaired; on stripping the old rendering he found 
that parts of the lead flashing had not been turned into the 
brickwork and that other parts were cracked or perished. In 
addition, the Inspector had to report that only the previous day 
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12 feet of cornice, suffering long-term water damage, had faUen 
into the room of the temporary employment clerk and would 
have to be renewed. AU of this would add £2?^ to Mr Badey's 
biU, but the roof parapet merited every consideration.' 
So, too, did the Long Room, the glory of the Customs 
House interior, which was about to undergo yet another 
modification with alterations to the Invoice Room. The exist-
ing counter and screen were to be cut down and adapted, new 
cupboards constructed, and even a brass name plate added. 
These changes were expected to cost £\0\.Ss,, but John 
Kinross submitted a tender for .^95 and was awarded the 
contract. It was a never-ending round of modification and 
adaptation as needs changed and improvements were sought.' 
The Searchers and Watchmen were the latest beneficiaries 
to^wards the end of 1914 when it was proposed that they, too, 
should have their own separate room including a lavatory and 
shower. As many as sixteen different firms tendered for this 
assignment •with quotations ranging from ^166.10s to 
^197.19s.2d.and the lowest one,from T Hooper, was accepted. 
There was usuaUy work avadable for local tradesmen in keeping 
pace •with the latest demands of the privies, the laying of gravel 
in the general area behind the Customs House, the asphalting 
of a path through this area, or, more usuaUy, something con-
cerning the interminable plumbing problems which the priv-
ies appear to have posed. An example of these was contained 
in the report of the Inspector of PubHc Works, dated 5 May 
1915, in which he related that the concrete floor of the urinals 
had been broken up but that it had not been possible to trace 
any proper outlet. He recommended a new metal urine pipe 
to empty into earthenware drain pipes carried through the 
stone retaining waU, but faded to identify the ultimate destina-
tion of their contents. It was, however, to be a fairly inexpensive 
jobatX;7.io 
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The early history of the Customs House is a catalogue of 
work necessary to rectify the defects and deficiencies of the 
original planners and budders and their successors, to repair 
the ravages of time and the elements, and to adapt to new needs 
as the work of the Customs House expanded. During the 
inter-war years, probably the period in the history of the 
Customs House about which least is known, these themes 
continued to be of importance. The Long Room in particular 
was the scene of repeated reorganisation and readjustment to 
cope with new demands. In 1919, for instance, additional 
counters, screens and partitions were introduced as part of the 
continual struggle to make it serviceable as weU as a thing of 
beauty, and there woidd be a further rearrangement in 1925. 
In between, in 1921, occurred one of the most significant 
changes of aU times, the addition of a 15-foot mezzanine floor 
at the south-western end, which woidd create a precedent for 
further mezzanine additions along the length of the Long 
Room after the Second World War. Unpalatable as these would 
be to later purists, they were as nothing compared with an 
abortive plan that was entertained in 1927 recaUing the horror 
of seventeen years previously. The records of the Works and 
Services Branch contain references to correspondence during 
October and November of that year to the possibiHty of an 
'additional storey to the Brisbane Customs House'.The Branch 
was asked to prepare plans and drawings, and provide appro-
priate comments on the arrangements necessary to carry out 
the work. Investigations even reached the point of instructions 
to prepare estimates of the likely cost of this monstrous enter-
prise, but the threat, for whatever reason, never materialised 
and the Customs House was once again spared its additional 
storey. Compared with such a threatened trauma, the removal 
of the Long Room's internal swing doors in 1926, or even the 
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connection to the municipal sewerage system in 1934, was as 
nothing.2'-'^ 
Another major threat, of a completely different kind, was 
that which could have been posed by enemy bombing during 
the Second World War John Rdatt, describing his early years 
in the Customs Service, identified the Customs House as a 
fairly high-risk budding because of its proximity to the 
wharves, the Story Bridge and Evans Deakin's shipyard. He 
recorded how hea^ vy timbers were used inside to brace the walls 
and ceiHngs, how mosquito netting was glued to windows and 
glass doors, and blackout curtains and fire-fighting equipment 
were put in place. Entrances were protected by sand-bags and 
a first-aid station was established in the basement. He recaUed 
the increased role that the service had to play in enforcing 
wartime controls over the aHens aboard many overseas vessels 
and the opportunities given to a 15-year-old messenger to 
observe the aUied war effort as his job took him around the 
city'*' 
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X V E F BPAIR AND ADAPTATION were the themes that would 
dominate the life of the budding through to the point where 
It became apparent that the Customs House, at its existing size, 
was simply not large enough to handle the business required 
of it. That point had been reached by the end of the inter-war 
period, though much earHer talk of an additional storey had 
given clear forewarning of the radical changes that would some 
day be necessary. During 1940, sketch plans were prepared for 
proposed additions to the budding, but the time was hardly 
propitious and it was not until 1944 that the AUied Works 
Council, which handled Commonwealth public works during 
the war period and shortly afterwards, took up the case •with 
some seriousness. A document of that period indicates that 
Customs Department activities were increasing, that further 
growth was expected in the post-war period and that existing 
accommodation was not adequate to cope with these 
changes.''* 
There is also an interesting statement from the Acting 
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CoUector of Customs for Queensland, W H . Wddy in May 
1945, which looked to establish the identity and authority of 
the Customs House in the public eye by having its name 
properly displayed. The existing budding, according to Wddy, 
gave no indication from the outside of what it was. Shipping 
interests and businessmen generaUy were famdiar with its 
location, but members of the pubhc needed to know about it 
in connection with liquor rationing, passports and brandy 
permits, and seamen caUed for ration coupons. These people 
were inclined to walk up and down outside the budding 
seeking some assurance that they were m the right place. This 
could be given by using the prominent flat space, 45 feet long 
and 2 feet wide, over the taU columns at the mam entrance. 
Here the name could be painted in gold or black lettering and 
It was proposed to have the Works Department attend to this. 
Wddy discussed the relative merits of caUing it the Custom 
House or the Customs House, expressing a preference for the 
latter, but seeking guidance because the wording adopted 
would remain for the Hfetime of the building and it was 
therefore important that they should get it right." 
The preliminary plans were expected to cost /^ 15,000 to 
implement, and this money had been intended as part of the 
1944 budget, but this proved unduly optimistic and in August 
1945 the CoUector of Customs m Brisbane was notified only 
that the exterior works were included in the Department of 
the Interior's post-war program and that their commencement 
was dependent on the necessary funds being made available by 
the Treasury. Meanwhde, work was being undertaken on the 
planmng in Melbourne and the Director of Architecture had 
dra-wings ready for local approval by early September. They 
were not weU received. The Acting Works Director warned him 
on 19 October of his fears that they would provoke a consid-
erable amount of opposition from local architects and the 
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pubhc generaUy. The existing budding, he said, was easdy one 
of the best of its period in Brisbane, 'and the External Frontage 
should if possible be preserved unspoilt, if only from an 
historical point of view'.'"* 
The nature of the threat to the Customs House is more 
evident from a communication of 25 October conveying the 
'grave concern' of the CoUector at the suggestion that they 
should budd an additional wing on the river frontage which 
would 'detract from the general appearance and harmony of 
design'. Ina Kirby suggests that the plans to extend the budding 
into the garden area were aborted by a combination of high 
cost and the lack of uniformity that would have been created 
by adding to the original, but the more romantic wdl choose 
to believe that expense was not the dominant factor and they 
wiU have some grounds for this view The scheme eventuaUy 
adopted did, in fact, cost more than four times the amount 
under contemplation a year earHer, and so it would appear that 
aesthetic considerations were for once more important than 
financial ones. The CoUector was also resisting a proposal that 
this extended Customs House should also house the Marine 
Branch of the Department of Commerce, which would neces-
sitate a permanent guard on the warehouse to cover entry from 
the river.''*'^ '* 
Faced with these dire threats, of new occupants and a 
mutdated building, the CoUector was now coming round to 
the view that, even aUowmg for future emergencies and ex-
pansion, ample space coidd be provided by replacing the 
interior without any need to make external structural altera-
tions. It was a view that saved the Customs House. Melbourne's 
response was to begin to prepare fresh plans which, it was 
hoped, 'may substantially fulfil requirements without unduly 
interfering with the existing design of the budding'. These 
immediate post-war months were not, of course, easy times. 
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and on 5 February 1946 the office of the Director-General of 
Works notified the Department of Trade and Customs that the 
preparation of sketch plans had been temporardy discontinued 
to enable the architect to devote his time to more urgent work, 
including the buddings to be erected on the island of Nauru 
for the Department of External Territories. There was also a 
shortage of architects reported, but a resumption of work was 
promised at the earliest opportunity.'"* 
By October the planned alterations were ready for the 
Director-General to give his approval and they were described 
in general outline in an airmad letter from the Brisbane office 
of the Department ofWorks and Housing to headquarters in 
Melbourne of 14 October 1946. The scheme provided for the 
demoHtion of aU existing internal partitioning waUs on all 
floors and also the timber-framed floors except that of the Long 
Room. A steel framework would support new reinforced 
concrete floors, and these, along with the existing concrete 
floor of the basement, would be covered •with parquetry and 
hardwood respectively. The existing timber floor of the Long 
Room would also be covered •with parquetry to preserve 
uniformity and •would acquire new timber-framed 3-feet high 
partitions with glass above. The principal internal change 
woidd be the creation of three mezzanine floors or gaUeries, 
two new and one extended, above the Long Room, which 
would provide considerable additional accommodation.''* 
The estimated cost of this scheme, exclusive of electric Hght 
instaUation, was /^19,890 and this would cover demoHtion 
work, the provision of structural steel, concrete floors, par-
quetry and timber floors, the poHshing of floors, counters and 
fittings, general repairs to plaster, and the repainting of aU 
existing work. A cheaper, alternative plan was also described 
but not recommended; this made the economy of retaining 
existing floors. The more expensive proposal was favoured in 
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part because it would make the Customs House more fire-re-
sistant. Either scheme would require the complete dismantHng 
of the existing unsatisfactory electrical instaUations and the 
introduction of new efficient lighting, either incandescent or 
the more expensive fluorescent, the latter estimated to cost 
^3,200, and the complete rewiring would permit outlets for 
electric clocks and a fire alarm system as weU as the usual Hght 
and power requirements. The repairing and repainting of the 
outside of the premises, which had not been undertaken for 
some considerable time, would require an additional /^800. 
And whde these radical changes were being made, whether the 
preferred ones or the cheaper ones, it woidd be necessary for 
the Customs Authorities to obtain temporary alternative ac-
commodation.'"* 
Responses to these proposals were not long delayed. A week 
later, the Director-General expressed his pleasure that it had 
been found unnecessary to extend the Customs House and 
that the necessary accommodation could be provided within 
the existing budding by the provision of gaUeries; these were 
considered 'entirely satisfactory' and the plan was generally 
approved, though reconsideration was required for the parti-
tions surrounding the Pay Master on the first floor. On 1 
November the CoUector of Customs was notified of the 
proposed changes and the costs involved and invited to state 
his preferences within the options avadable. By 2 December, 
Wddy, now CoUector of Customs, was able to inform the 
Brisbane office of the Department ofWorks and Housing that 
the Minister for Trade and Customs had received Treasury 
approval for expending /^19,890 on the recommended plan, 
;£l,900 on a Hghting scheme, and ;{]800 on external repairs 
and Hghting. It was now a question of getting started.'"* 
The first half of 1947 was not a period of great activity On 
12 February the Superintendent of Construction, DJ.Rooney 
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reported that approval had been given for the work at the 
Customs House to be done by day labour, which was expected 
to increase the cost to /^22,590, the first jump of many. Two 
problems were, however, hkely to delay the start of operations 
— the delivery of structural steel and the need to rehouse the 
Customs Department. Other issues would soon emerge. Ex-
aminations of the roof and the handiwork of previous genera-
tions revealed many inadequacies and the need for yet another 
new roof, employing steel trusses instead of girders. By July 
there were plans to demoHsh the existing roofing and timber 
framing and replace it with a series of steel-framed pitched 
roofs with corrugated asbestos cement. During April, the 
CoUector of Customs was depressed to hear that a recent 
waterfront strike in Sydney would cause some delay in the 
delivery of materials, though he was encouraged to learn that 
the District Finance Office m Ann Street, aUocated to the 
Customs Department as its temporary premises, would be 
vacated by the Army by the end of the month. Work on the 
temporary accommodation was expected to start in early May, 
providing that the Army moved out, and the quarters would 
be ready for occupation in mid July, providing that the materials 
could be supplied. Alterations to the Customs House should 
then begin in early August as long as the structural steel was 
available. Work on the temporary premises was expected to cost 
^2,430.'^ 
VirtuaUy every prediction at every stage quickly proved to 
have been over-optimistic. The work of demoHtion did not 
begin untd October 1947 and it was soon cHscovered that much 
of the fabric of the building was in a worse and more dangerous 
concHtion than had been suspected. The cost of replacing many 
of its features would be considerably greater than expected and 
the work would take longer For example, substantial sections 
of the balustrading would have to be replaced and the new 
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work would require great care to ensure that it matched the 
old. Balcomes at first-floor level needed to be replaced, in places 
widened, but it was important to restore the original radings 
with the celebrated ' V R ' emblems. Materials would pose the 
expected problem, and it was predicted that as many as twelve 
months could elapse before the Customs House staff would be 
able to reoccupy their budding. By October 1948 this would 
be seen to have been totaUy unrealistic, even though it had 
origmaUy represented a pessimistic view.'"* 
During their long delays over demolition and deconstruc-
tion, the CoUector of Customs and his staff were given plenty 
of time in which to formulate their thoughts about the great 
exercise, and, the more time that elapsed before its completion, 
the more opportunity they and others would have to make 
new proposals. Dur ing April 1948, Wddy and his deputy raised 
with the architects the question of remodeUing the Long 
Room and pointed out the advantages of incorporating in the 
proposed scheme some of the better features of the Customs 
Houses in Melbourne and Sydney. It was a generous admission 
that Brisbane might have something to learn from Melbourne 
and Sydney, and the office of the Director-General of Works 
and Housing in Melbourne agreed to the suggestion; the 
Project Architect was sent away to examine recent improve-
ments in the south, look at modern fittings that might be 
incorporated and take the opportunity to view some of the 
Repatriation Commit tee works that had been undertaken. H e 
was back by 18 May, doubtless br imming over •with fresh ideas 
on how to spend more money, though these were being 
generated an^yway''' 
Officers of the Works and Housing Department had already, 
before the end of April, suggested to the CoUector of Customs, 
who was most urdikely to resist the suggestion, that there was 
a need for air-conditioning m a budding of modern construc-
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tion. The location of the Customs,House, though providing 
comfortable conditions on the river side of the budding, gave 
Htde protection otherwise from heat and sunshine; the large 
roof area meant that much heat was absorbed and the humidity 
of the summer months was a further factor. Three days later, 
W H . Wddy dispatched his request to the ComptroUer-General 
of Customs in Canberra for ^8,000 to air-condition aU three 
floors of the Customs House, with the exception of lavatories, 
storerooms and the testing laboratory; there would be lasting 
benefits, he said, to justify the outlay and most of the newer 
buddings in Brisbane were air-conditioned. The Brisbane 
Customs House was not to be aUowed to faU behind its 
neighbours in this respect,and air-conditioning appears to have 
been granted without the usual battle that surrounds this 
issue.''' 
Meanwhile, A.H. Dent, the Project Architect, newly re-
turned from his southern tour, was eager to set down the 
conclusions that he had reached and discussed with the Col-
lector of Customs. The Long Room was his particular focus, 
and the two agreed that this should be remodeUed to provide 
'suitable accommodation for the staff and adequate facihties for 
the pubhc', in particular that it should ensure the orderly 
movement of the pubHc by having its various sections placed 
in their correct sequence. Dent's analysis of the operations of 
a Customs House, of 12 May 1948, which formed the basis of 
his recommendations, is an exceUent guide. He identified four 
sections: Section 1 contained the statistician and declaration 
clerk who received shipping papers from the pubhc over the 
counter, a computer (a person) who computed the rate of duty, 
a machinist who calculated totals and typed receipts, and a 
cashier who coUected the money; Section 2 contained the 
invoice inspector and his clerical staff who received invoices 
from the cashier, aUocated them to examining officers and had 
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these returned after checking, processes which could require 
contact with the public and the use of messengers to deliver 
files; Section 3 was the Warehouse Branch which kept particu-
lars of goods held in the Bond Store and the ledger keepers 
who also required contact with the public; Section 4 was the 
clearing office, where the senior inspector and tariff officer had 
to be available to the public as weU as the invoice officers of 
Section 2. The various sections had constant contact with each 
other and most of the officials needed to be accessible to 
members of the pubHc. The interrelationship of the various 
parts was the key to the successful remodeUing of the Long 
Room; other contributions that would assist the work of 
officials were acoustic treatment of waUs and gaUeries, rubber 
floor covering, better Hghting generaUy and, for individuals, a 
caU-beU system and air-conditioning, stdl at this point to be 
determined.''* 
Continuing cHscussions among the Project Officer, the Col-
lector and the different customs officials led to an agreed plan, 
based on the data coUected in Sydney and Melbourne, on 
layout, meeting local requirements and incorporating most of 
Dent's earlier ideas. These were forwarded to the Semor Archi-
tect on 23 June and included repairs to the plaster in the dome, 
redecorating the waUs and the dome and acoustic cedings for 
the new gaUeries. The working areas were to be redesigned and 
refurbished and their crowning glory, the dome, was not to be 
forgotten.''* 
On 12 August, the Acting Quantity Surveyor, W A. Brown, 
calculated a revised cost of aU budding work covering altera-
tions and remodeUing at ^^40,800, approximately double the 
amount envisaged two years earHer, and threw in the reminder 
that this estimate did not include any mechanical or electrical 
instaUation and the associated building work. Within a week a 
new cost was being proposed when the senior structural 
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engineer, FM. Hamdton , recommended that the aggregates for 
the suspended floors should be crushed and screened river 
gravel from the Pine River at Cash's Crossing which should 
also supply the sand. Gravel and sand from the usual source, the 
Brisbane River, were muddy and not weU screened, whereas 
materials from the Pine River were exceptionally clean and 
free of organic matter and Hkely to produce more consistent 
and trustworthy concrete, though at an increased cost of 3 to 
4 shdlings per cubic yard.'"* 
The general scheme of things was now established but by 
October the j o b had grown a Htde more and revised plans and 
drawings were submitted. By now, approval had been received 
for air-conditioning, but new issues were identified such as 
accommodation for the newly created position of Sub-Col-
lector and for the Personnel Branch, the need for fire alarms 
throughout the budding instead of only in the King's Ware-
house, and the instaUation of a hot-water system as weU as three 
refrigerated drinking units. By now it had also been decided 
that fluorescent lighting would be better after aU, dearer to 
instaU but more economical in the long run. T h e estimated cost 
of the operation had now reached ^ 5 7 , 4 4 7 , almost three times 
the sum earlier envisaged, and one factor blamed by the 
Director ofWorks for the rising costs was the forty-hour week, 
which had added ;;r3,500 to the biU. There would be more to 
come.''* 
In addition to his undoubted concern about these new 
figures, the ComptroUer-General was evidently very perturbed 
about the length of time being taken by these renovations. On 
26 October 1948, he caUed for an urgent report on completion 
times. The Minister for the Interior was now pressing the 
Minister for Customs for an early vacation of the Ann Street 
budding that had served for a year as a temporary Customs 
House because of the needs of the Taxation Department to 
— 72 
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
DECONSTRUCTION AND RECONSTRUCTION 
occupy these premises. The CoUector of Customs m Queens-
land offered his superior a report and a suggestion: originaUy 
the renovations had been expected to take a year; then eighteen 
months was the expected duration, from September 1947 to 
March 1949; some delays had been caused by non-availabihty 
of materials, changes of plan and delayed approvals and the latest 
indication from the Department of Works and Housing was 
that the Customs House would not be ready for occupation 
before the start of 1950. However, in view of the special 
representations made concerning the needs of the Taxation 
Department, a plan had been devised to complete aU the work 
except the Long Room and the mezzamne floors by 30 June 
1949 and to provide 'reasonably adequate temporary accom-
modation' for the Customs operation in the basement and on 
the first floor, aUowing a premature return to the Customs 
House while the remaining work was stiU to be completed. 
Furthermore, the Chamber of Commerce and the Customs 
Agents Association of Queensland had both been consulted 
and had acquiesced in these proposals. Wddy expressed the 
hope that the rest of the timetable would be strictly adhered 
to so that any staff disabdities arising from the temporary 
arrangement would be overcome by the humid summer 
months.''* 
He need not have worried for he received the foUowing 
telegram from the ComptroUer-General in Canberra: 
MY MEMORANDUM TENTH RENOVATIONS CUSTOMS HOUSE 
M I N I S T E R DOES NOT AGREE STAFF WORKING UNDER CONDI-
TIONS SUGGESTED AND DIRECTS ANN STREET PREMISES BE 
RETAINED UNTIL THE CUSTOMS HOUSE COMPLETELY READY 
FOR OCCUPATION. 
The plan was consequently abandoned, though Wddy 
agreed to advance preparations for immediate reoccupation ot 
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the Customs House should the December 1949 completion 
date be brought forward. He need not have worried about this 
either''* 
The year in which the work was to have been completed, 
1949, proved to be another year of some progress, some delays 
and yet more new proposals for improving the Customs House 
and adding to its cost. In May, Brisbane Ornamental Works of 
Sandgate Road, Albion, were awarded the contract for terrazzo 
floors, waUs and partitions at their tendering price of 
/]l,264.4s.9d., and in June, Carrier Air Conditioning Ltd of 
Penny's Building, Queen Street, were given the contract for 
air-conditioning and exhaust systems. Their tendering price of 
/ ; i2,900 was ^2,900 beyond the ^^10,000 approved for this 
project, but theirs was the sole tender. The Director ofWorks 
contemplated caUing for separate tenders for the different parts 
of the job in order to bring down the cost, but identified several 
disadvantages associated with this course of action, including 
the delays that it would certainly cause. The air-concHtioning 
did not cover the three todet blocks, and it was pointed out on 
5 July that no form of ventilation had been provided for these 
areas. Exhaust fans were duly added for a modest increase in 
cost.''* 
The worries about mounting costs were exacerbated in June 
and July by thefts of materials from the construction site. The 
first, occurring over the weekend, was discovered at 7.30 a.m. 
on Monday, 20 June. The front doors of the building were found 
to have been opened from the inside after a side door had been 
forced. The items stolen were a half hundredweight of scrap 
copper, 108 feet of new rubber hose, four shovels, SDC pick 
handles, two mattocks, a copper boiler and a pair of gumboots. 
On the second occasion, another weekend job discovered on 
Monday 18 July, large quantities of scrap lead and copper were 
stolen and another copper boder Some time after this particu-
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lar horse had bolted, the Director ofWorks proposed to close 
the stable door by requesting the appointment of a site watch-
man over weekends, justified by the fact that valuable material 
was now arriving at the site. This prompted a reply from the 
Deputy Director of the Commonwealth Investigation Service 
that It would be quite convenient to post a Peace Officer to 
guard the Customs House from 5 p.m. on Fridays until 8 a.m. 
on Mondays. He had a number of Peace Officers surplus to 
requirements who would, in future, be required to guard 
important Army establishments, but for the moment he was 
glad to help.''* 
One week after the July theft, not the best time to be 
identifying new needs and costs, the Acting CoUector of 
Customs, M.S. Warren, had three new issues to raise; there was 
no garage accommodation for departmental motor vehicles, 
which deteriorated through exposure to the weather; lavatory 
accommodation was inadequate and it was desirable to make 
additional provision, especiaUy for the Searchers, Watchmen 
and other outdoor officers; the Searchers and Watchmen's 
Room, budt on the river, was in need of major repairs, 
especiaUy the renewal of its piles. No attempt was made to 
estimate costs for these projects." 
In August, new drawings were produced for the balustrading 
and handrad of the mam entrance staircase, which required 
fresh quotations, and for the design of the stairweU, not a major 
amendment but a further time-consuming addition. It was 
important to have this as right as possible, for the demolition 
of the original main cedar staircase and its clerestory and its 
replacement by a new terrazzo staircase from the front entrance 
lobby up to the first floor and down to the basement would be 
seen by many as one of the great works of destruction per-
formed during the 1947-50 renovations.''* 
In September, the question of cleaning the external waUs 
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was raised. The Director ofWorks reported that the cement-
finished waUs and stone columns had stood for seventy years 
and appeared to have undergone Htde or no external cleaning 
in that time. Some of the discolourations had deeply penetrated 
the cement rendering and it was desirable to obtain a uniform 
natural cement colour as far as possible. Steam cleaning, it was 
feared, might cause the renderings and mouldings to fracture. 
The Director-General's Office cited as an authority on these 
matters Priruiples of Modern Building by R. Fitzmaurice; this 
evidently had no information on the possible effects of steam 
cleaning but supported a view that 'painting might be the only 
solution, either •with an od or cement bound paint'.'"* 
By now the activities of the Customs House were beginning 
to provoke press comment and not aU of it was favourable. On 
31 July 1949, for instance, the Sw«JayMa;7suggested:'they must 
be fining that Customs House budding in Petrie Bight •with 
cloth of gold or Michaelangelo frescos. Anyway, they've been 
18 months on the job and that's too long in a city so woefuUy 
short of office accommodation .'Not surprisingly, the CoUector 
of Customs was sensitive to this kind of criticism and his official 
line for the press was that his staff were hoping to be back by 
the end of the year. The taxation people shared his hopes and 
were already talking about the possibdity of having to spend 
money at Perry Park if they could not be assured of the Ann 
Street premises by then. The Director of Works was not 
comforting; the unavadabihty of seasoned timber was making 
it difficult to obtain joinery tenders; it was unHkely that that 
part of the work would be completed before the end of 
February 1950 and the air-conditioning would take untd the 
end of April. Part of his proffered explanation was a six weeks' 
break in activities because of the coal strike.^'*'''*'" 
These were not the assurances that the Customs House staff 
were seeking, and they were also worrying by this stage about 
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the avadability of new furniture for their renovated home. 
Wddy had raised this matter in June, but by the end of the year 
no suitable furniture had been identified, let alone ordered, and 
fittings, such as table sets of the required kind, were unprocur-
able. A firm date for completion and reoccupation seemed as 
elusive as ever.'"* 
Nor did it become more identifiable when new demands 
for increased accommodation began to occur. On 27 October 
1949, the Acting CoUector wrote to the Department ofWorks 
about the marked increase in the work of the Customs De-
partment and the consequential creation of new staff positions, 
which would require what he caUed 'minor structural altera-
tions' to the building. It was opportune, he said, to have these 
alterations made whde work was in progress rather than later. 
The architects were hardly likely to have rejoiced in his 
thoughtfulness, but they cooperated with him in suggestions 
to move one partition, add another, provide additional shelving 
and cupboards, budd a table and design pigeon holes.'"* 
It was aU fairly insignificant stuff compared with the bomb-
sheU that was to be dropped by the Minister for Customs 
himself. Senator Ned 0'SuUivan,a few days before Christmas. 
On 22 December, the ComptroUer-General of Customs in 
Canberra notified the Brisbane office that the minister had 
expressed a desire that suitable accommodation be made avail-
able for himself and his secretary in the remodeUed Customs 
House. A two-room suite was proposed and the minister 
personaUy inspected the work at the Customs House on 23 
December, expressing himself satisfied with the plans being 
made for him. These would involve more structural alterations 
on the upper floor to create offices which the minister was 
anxious to occupy at the earliest possible date and which 
therefore required immediate attention. AU this was bad 
enough for architects and other officers working under pres-
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sure, but worse was the fact that the proposed arrangements 
were seen as only a temporary expedient. T h e longer term 
solution, which the mimster embraced, was to extend the 
existing budding on the vacant land on the southern side. He 
expressed the wish that provisional plans be prepared accord-
ingly The renovated Customs House, previously gutted to 
avoid this very mghtmare prospect of an extension, which had 
been rejected for the very best of reasons, now, when the end 
was in sight, was again threatened with the same nightmare as 
a result of what appears to be ministerial whimsy. Like many 
nightmares it refused to go away.'"* 
By contrast, aU the other trials and traumas of the early part 
of 1950 seem relatively minor: the decision to substitute an 
asphalt tde floor for a rubber one in the Long R o o m at an 
additional cost of ^T100; the repositiomng of the register vents 
in the mezzanine cedings in the Long R o o m ; the need to 
accept the quotation of Messrs Shirley and Scott for the 
manufacture of counters despite the fact that departmental 
procedure and Treasury regulations covering the caUing of 
quotes had not been carried out. Their involvement was 
somewhat irregular in that local firms were not interested m 
quoting for the manufacture and instaUation of counters 
throughout the Customs House. O n e firm had quoted for the 
Long R o o m counter at an unacceptable price and so it was 
decided that the counter would be made at the department's 
own joinery shop at Eagle Farm. Another firm, Shirley and 
Scott, had expressed some interest because they held some 
stocks of maple, and this was considered good enough to 
qualify them for the rest of the work because of the need to 
keep things moving especiaUy with timber in such short supply. 
Other problems were the Strong R o o m door which, on 
examination, was seen to provide neither fuU fire protection 
nor security and needed to be replaced by a Chubb model 7 
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inches thick at a cost of ;,(^ 285 which required the •widening of 
the door frame; the removal of the front fence along Queen 
Street to add to the attractiveness of the budding; and, of course, 
the new furniture and fittings, for which tenders had stdl not 
been caUed by 1 March 1950.'^ 
The Acting CoUector discussed this last matter on 29 March 
with the Works and Housing Architect who offered 'his candid 
opinion' that there was no chance in the world that the 
furniture could be ready by 1 July; tenders had been caUed for 
17 Aprd but it was quite possible that no one would come 
forward to undertake the job and there would be great delays 
in Melbourne before anyone agreed upon the appropriate 
course of action. The Acting CoUector predicted that public 
comment would be unfavourable on a government depart-
ment that had been unable to organise new furniture during a 
two-and-a-half-year absence from the building, though his 
own experience suggested that this sort of thing was not 
unusual in deahngs with the Department ofWorks and Hous-
ing. At the same time it would be a great pity if'the outmoded 
furniture and junk now in use' had to be taken back to the 
Customs House, for it would certainly give 'an anti-climax 
atmosphere to any official opening'. Later generations might 
think differently about the modern furniture of vinyl and 
timber veneer, regret the passing of the older items and wonder 
fondly what became of these, 'obsolete' as they were thought 
tobe.'-^ 
What to do with the minister had not been decided by the 
end of May, though a number of options had been explored. A 
suggestion that he might be found a suite of rooms close to the 
Customs House was considered impracticable and the Depart-
ment ofWorks resisted the idea of an extension, a stand to be 
applauded even if taken on the grounds that the cost would be 
disproportionate to the additional floor space gained. It offered 
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an alternative view, strongly resisted by Wddy, the CoUector, of 
removing the King's Warehouse to another area. They had 
already experienced the inconveniences of having it tempo-
rardy at Kangaroo Point whde the rest of the operation was 
conducted at Ann Street, and could not entertain the idea of a 
permanent separation. Nor was Wddy prepared to sacrifice any 
recreational space to accommodate the minister, for that would 
be 'a most retrograde step if the facilities which officers of this 
Department are about to enjoy after many years of substandard 
conveniences were reduced or limited in any way'." 
One month later the deadlock remained. Wddy's position 
was unchanged: •with increasing trade the activities of the 
Customs Department would continue to expand and before 
long the remodeUed budding would be too smaU to accom-
modate them; additional premises elsewhere, •with a conse-
quential loss of efficiency, were to be avoided at aU costs; if the 
minister were to have his adequate suite of offices there would 
be no alternative to a general extension of the budding; this 
had been considered in 1940, abandoned as the war developed, 
and should now be revived as the only satisfactory solution. It 
is interesting to observe that, whatever was said in private, the 
formal exchange of letters and memoranda among the parties 
involved contained no suggestion that the minister himself 
might provide a solution by desisting from what might be 
considered a somewhat self-indulgent fancy. He chd not so 
desist, and Wddy lost his struggle to give up precious space. 
With no sense of irony, the Courier-Mail reported on 5 Sep-
tember 1950 that Senator SuUivan would have his office in the 
building'to reheve congestion at the Federal Members'rooms'. 
His quarters consisted of a 16 X 10 feet room furnished with 
a desk, several chairs, a rug and a cabinet and a 12 X 10 feet 
room for his secretary." 
The question that concerned everyone through the Autumn 
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of 1950 was when the whole exercise would be completed. On 
12 May a useful synopsis of progress and predictions was 
provided to the Assistant Director ofWorks. The critical job 
was seen to be the completion of the terrazzo work which 
needed to be ahead of the jobs done by the other finishing 
trades. Mr Corozol, the contractor, was not responding weU to 
repeated requests to employ additional labour and was fading 
behind schedule. Rearranged completion dates gave him until 
19 May to finish the stairway to the first floor, 16 June for the 
metal balustrade and a further week for the handrail. Only the 
plumbers were expected to cause other delays and they were 
being given a date of 23 June, and electrical work was to be 
completed by 30 June, save for the covers for the fluorescent 
fittings, as was air-conditioning, •with the exception of the 
compressor which was in transit. The expectation was that the 
'job' would be in a concHtion to hand over to the cHent 
department by the beginning of July, with only minor work 
remaining to be done which would not hamper operations. 
There would, of course, be no furniture, and aU the external 
work such as cleaning down and plastering would have to be 
done at a later stage; nor was there general agreement that the 
entire building needed to be cleaned anyway as long as the 
cornices were done. Even after the anticipated finishing time 
of early July, there were uncompleted jobs and uncertainties 
about some that had been completed, such as the terrazzo work, 
particularly that on the floor of the entrance and passage of the 
ground floor The brass strips were neither aligned properly nor 
adequately joined, but there was insufficient time to make 
remedial changes and patchwork would be too noticeable.''* 
After aU the trauma of three years the Brisbane Customs 
House, now renovated, was reoccupied on 24 July and officiaUy 
reopened on 3 September 1950. The Courier-Mail gave the 
event only modest coverage of three column inches and a smaU 
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photograph of an inspection of the Long Room. It reported 
that more than one hundred shipping, business, pubHc service 
and parHamentary representatives were entertained by the 
Customs Minister, Senator O'SuUivan, and customs officers. 
The party 'inspected the tastefuUy furnished and weU-organ-
ised budding, complete with air-conditioning, fluorescent 
Hghting, restful colour schemes, staff rooms and cafeteria'.^'* 
It was left to others, such as Ina Kirby, to identify other 
praiseworthy features of the reconstruction, particularly the 
fact that it had taken place 'without marring in any way the 
original exceUence of the budding', though its future integrity 
StiU remained in doubt. The additional 3,500 square feet of floor 
space, to which the mezzanine floors contributed generously, 
the new facilities and amenities for the staff and members of 
the public, aU aUowed the business of customs administration 
to be housed in a manner befitting its importance. The new 
maple partitions and panels were admired, their cedar prede-
cessors forgotten, and the Long Room was praised for its 
capacity to hancUe traffic flow and impose a logical sequence 
on the process of clearing goods. Perhaps overgenerous were 
the judgements that the renovations had benefited from being 
planned as a whole right the way through the exercise, that the 
creation of a ministerial office in the Customs House had been 
a logical thing to do and that the whole cost of the exercise 
had been about ^64,000.-^-* 
The final figure was to be to some extent a matter of 
definition rather than of fact, but the biUs continued to mount 
through 1950 as they had mounted throughout the whole 
affair. On 3 May 1950 the Department ofWorks and Housing 
calculated an overexpencHture of ^22,906.23s.3d. which, by 
30 November, had risen to ^24,109.6s.7d. The canceUation of 
a few outstanding commitments aUowed this to be puUed back 
slightly and it was proposed on 21 December to use the 
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Accounts figure of ;,{^83,314 as the total cost of the operation, 
leaving a need to make a further requisition for /^23,653 on 
top of funds previously approved. The figures would change 
sHghtly over the next few months, and in Aprd 1951 the 
Director ofWorks was asking for additional funds of ;,r23,700 
to meet a final cost now said to be ;^84,047. The renovation 
had proved somewhat more expensive than the ^^ 15,000 
exercise envisaged at the end of the war and the ^20,000 
scheme initiaUy budgeted for in 1946.'"* 
Brisbane had its showpiece and it was thought appropriate 
to bring to the city the CoUectors of Customs from aU states 
and other senior Commonwealth officials for a conference 
held 4-6 September to coincide with the opening of the 
Customs House. The mimster opened the Conference, the 
ComptroUer-General, WT. Turner, presided over its lengthy 
agenda of more then fifty items, and members gave particular 
attention to the quick turn-round of ships and the prompt 
delivery of cargo. It was the first occasion on which Brisbane 
had been chosen as the venue for this regular feature of the Hfe 
of the Customs Department.^'*'^'* 
Departmental pride in the renovated Customs House is also 
to be seen in the album of photographs, with accompanying 
comments, assembled to give an impression of the fittings, 
furnishings and facihties enjoyed by its occupants and,inciden-
taUy to provide an account of how the system worked. The 
album, StiU preserved in the Customs Service, contained, for 
example, a description of the Long Room, the commercial 
chamber where duties amounting to ^15m per annum were 
paid to the cashier, and the sequence of stages in the processing 
of business. There were several photographs that dlustrated the 
quality of the woodwork, especially the panels and partitions 
of maple, mainly from the Cairns area. Within the Warehouse 
Branch the register clerks' modern desks were chosen for 
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lUustration, 'a far cry from the high sloping desks and huge 
Registers of prerenovation days'. The Shipping Branch was 
selected to iUustrate 'the new style standard furniture in a 
modern office', where 'no space is wasted, yet every officer has 
ample working space'; similarly the Excise Branch housed the 
maximum number possible 'without undue crowding and stdl 
with a reasonably attractive lay-out'. The ladies' rest room was 
said to be one of the showplaces in a budding in every aspect 
far ahead of aU other public buddings and a majority of private 
ones in Brisbane; a corner of the room was said to have a 
weU-fitted first-aid cabinet containing blankets, hot-water bot-
des and other things needed in an emergency. The staff social 
room, 50 X 32 feet, had a sprung dance floor. A self-supporting 
cafeteria catered for morning and afternoon teas and Hght 
luncheons, with ninety persons as an average attendance. The 
tea-breaks were carefuUy organised into two sessions to aUow 
half the staff of each branch to attend each session, the first 
group returning before the second one left. Starting and 
finishing times were signaUed over the pubhc address system. 
This was apparently a weU-used amenity, even though staff 
appear to have been somewhat regimented in their behaviour 
If they survived the rigours of the cafeteria they could, outside 
work hours, enjoy the other delights of the staff social room 
which could be converted into a miniature theatre -with a raised 
stage for use of the amateur dramatics group or others wishing 
to hold meetings or other kinds of functions. The Brisbane 
Customs House was not simply a budding. It was also the 
working and sometimes playing environment of a large num-
ber of people. The staff photograph of 1946 contains more than 
one hundred and fifty people, and growing numbers were one 
of the main reasons the renovations of 1947 to 1950 had been 
necessary. 
The months, the years even, that foUowed the reoccupation 
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were concerned with unfinished business from the period of 
reconstruction. The finishing of the mimsterial suite, for exam-
ple, was quite an item in its own right. Having faded in May 
1950 to have the ministerial offices located very close to the 
Customs House rather than inside it, the CoUector and his 
deputy pressed for the carpeting of his floors and for furniture 
that was to cost /^218.18s.4d., which seems excessive in view 
of the expected occupancy rates. Nor was that the end of the 
furruture biU,for in July 1951 the CoUector of Customs made 
a submission for an additional sum of ^^1,882 on top of the 
/^6,882 that had already been spent.''' 
Of greater possible consequence for the future weU-being 
of the Customs House was the dissatisfaction expressed at the 
poor access to the Investigation Section on the river side of the 
new mezzanine floor and its proposed remedy, an outside stair 
to give direct entry. The CoUector agreed that it would provide 
an additional fire-escape, but the Department ofWorks was not 
susceptible to this argument for defacing the outside of the 
budding. It was more responsive to the discovery, in November 
1950, that the floor of the staff social room was badly affected 
by some type of borer, which constituted a considerable threat 
to the proposed dancing and amateur dramatics." 
One matter at least was temporarily laid to rest in this month 
and that was the recently revived scheme to extend the 
Customs House. The CoUector reported to a relieved Depart-
ment ofWorks on 2 November that it had been agreed that 
this matter should remain in abeyance untd raised again by the 
Customs Department. Business was expanding at such a rate 
that only by careful regrouping and alteration could everyone 
be accommodated in the renovated building, but their existing 
space was adequate. Any marked increase in numbers would, 
he warned, necessitate an addition to the budding. Such was 
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his warning, but the consequence of growth would not be that 
predicted.''^ 
With the threat of an extension for the time being removed, 
the Department of Works could respond to the CoUector's 
more modest additions to the completed renovations, the 
erection of new garages and a Searchers' and Watchmen's 
Room, more lavatory accommodation and the reconditioning 
of the rear courtyard. Although he raised these matters in July 
1951, Mr Wddy was not informed of their completion untd 
March 1953, and he had been required to do a bit of fighting 
to achieve his wishes. In December 1951, for example, he 
rejected the plan to give him a garage without doors on the 
grounds that an open shed would attract undesirables, who 
must be locked out. Taking even longer to be instaUed to the 
satisfaction of the occupants were the swing doors to the Long 
Room. These were not finaUy rectified untd December 1954 
after more than three years of complaints.'•* 
There were, indeed, few periods of any length in which 
complaints of one sort or another were not a regular feature 
of hfe for those involved m maintaining the Brisbane Customs 
House, and it would be wrong to seek a Golden Age or a 
moment of perfection after which the decline began. At the 
same time it is possible to detect quahtative changes m the 
Customs Service by the 1950s that would inevitably put 
pressure on the Customs House, alter its functions and even-
tuaUy lead to Its abandonment. The year 1889 had marked the 
opemng. In 1950 there was the grand reopemng, but the 
foUowmg thirty-eight years look, in retrospect, Hke those of an 
institution in decline, one that was never again going to preside 
quite so authoritatively over the branch of government that it 
contained and symbolised, never again comfortably house the 
offices and the services they provided as they looked along 
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Petrie's Bight at the river that had brought its business to the 
Brisbane Customs House for a century. 
Both import and export trades were expanding prodigiously, 
and Brisbane was clearly established as Queensland's principal 
port. Containers were appearing, handling agents were becom-
ing more important, and the Bond Store was losing its tradi-
tional importance. Coastal sea traffic was being superseded by 
rail and road transport, air travel was growing, and people were 
coming into AustraHa as immigrants or tourists. These devel-
opments meant more staff but not necessarily officers to work 
on the dockside, so that by 1988, when the Customs House 
was finaUy vacated, only four branches, invoicing, executive, 
central fding and the public enquiry counter would remain 
there as other activities moved out to other parts of the city. 
The Customs House was entering an age of overcrowding but 
at the same time an age of dispersal when its function was 
constantly being redefined to the point where it ceased to have 
a function.^' 
One of the new-age irritants was air-conditioning. The plant 
had been mstaUed with some pride during the great renova-
tions, but it had been unsatisfactory from the outset. According 
to Its critics, the specifications had been inadequate, minimal 
provision had been made and the job had been a rushed one. 
By the early 1960s substantial changes were required. In May 
1960 Taylor Engineering Pty Ltd was awarded a contract for 
;,r4,252 to manufacture, instaU, test and maintain a new air-
conditioning plant in the basement of the Customs House, a 
contract which they had some difficulty fulfiUmg because of 
being overwhelmed with orders and difficulties with overseas 
suppHers. In November 1961 the CoUector of Customs re-
ported problems with humidity and temperature control. Even 
worse was the fact that Customs House dust, which was blamed 
on the heavy smog of the area, was impregnated with oil 
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particles that stained staff clothing. In June 1962 a report on 
the air-conditioning suggested that the basement was now 
generaUy satisfactory but that the first floor needed a much 
more efficient fdter and suffered from odour and dust. It was 
proposed to relocate the plant in the ceding above the first floor 
and redesign the duct work. By 1965 aU floors required further 
attention, especiaUy the upper two,but the hope that this would 
be given before the end of the year was replaced by an ambition 
to caU tenders by January of the foUowing one. In August 1966 
a contract was awarded to Sid Stacy and Co. Pty Ltd for $7,060, 
said to be a 'fair price', but once again the suppliers caused 
hold-ups and the staff continued to be required to work in 
unsatisfactory conditions.'^ 
A clearer indication of the pressures under which the 
Customs House laboured to accommodate the needs of the 
Customs Service were the repeated efforts to restructure the 
Long Room, with the repositioning of counters and partitions, 
and to reorganise the offices at different levels to aUow more 
staff to work in a building where the public found its own space 
graduaUy diminished and the faciHties of 1950 steadily eroded. 
These trends of the 1950s and 1960s culminated in November 
1969 with the award of a $17,785 contract to TJ. Watkins for 
yet another series of alterations and renovations involving 
partitions, counters and doors.'* 
In December 1968 the CoUector of Customs notified the 
Director ofWorks that recent decisions and functions approved 
by the Public Service Board meant that more office space was 
required for executive officers though less for officers in the 
Invoice Room. Five days later, on 9 December, the Customs 
House was visited by the Fire Board which registered a few 
discontents: furniture stacked on balconies and blocking exits; 
wire-mesh wastepaper baskets that were a fire hazard; alarms 
in need of overhauling; a shortage of fire extinguishers; locked 
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double doors at the rear of the cafeteria which needed to be 
reswung to open outward. AU this would mean expense. A 
prehminary estimate in late January 1969 suggested a need to 
spend $34,000, with new work and repairs and maintenance 
being roughly equal items, but by June the prediction had risen 
to $25,000 for new work, only $5,000 on repairs and mainte-
nance, and new furnishings were no longer on the agenda. The 
urgency of the alterations was explained,and in August $25,000 
was approved for new work but nothing for repairs and 
maintenance. This must have been disappointing, since the 
CoUector had already removed the Invoice Room staff and 
redistributed them in Terrica House, AustraHa House and other 
parts of the Customs House, creating extremely cramped 
conditions, to aUow painters to erect scaffolding and paint the 
dome.'* 
The cHstinction between new works and repairs could not 
be absolute when contractors were discovering, for example, 
that extensive repairs were necessary to the ceding, and in 
November 1969 the Principal Architect Hsted a mixture of new 
and maintenance work which he was expecting to have done 
within the $25,000 provision. This included painting, repairs 
to ceiHngs, the rehanging of doors, the removal of cupboard 
fixtures, the laying of floor tdes, the provision of telephone 
conduits, the removal and replacement of partitions, the re-
placement and lengthening of counters, the polishing of the 
Terrazzo steps, and the making of special moulds for the 
corners of structured columns. T.J. Watkins (Brisbane) Pty Ltd 
was given sixteen weeks to perform the necessary work on 
partitions, doors and counters, and the other jobs were fitted 
in or deleted from the program as money became avadable or 
temporarily exhausted. The Long Room emerged from 1969 
with a new colour scheme but •with its pubHc areas much 
reduced, though stdl the brightest spot in a budding which had. 
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m 1968, been classified by the National Trust for preservation 
on historical and architectural grounds. The Customs House 
had an exterior that was surviving in shape and form to justify 
its recognition; internally it was, in the judgement of later 
experts, being progressively degraded from the high levels of 
1950, and even these were the result of an assault upon the 
interior which had scant regard for heritage and conserva-
tion.'8'2'' 
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W.H. Wildy at the seat of Customs, 1950. Reproduced by permission of the Australian 
Customs Service. 
The remodelled Long Room, 1950. Reproduced by permission of the Australian Customs 
Service. 
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Heads down in the typing pool, 1950. Reproduced by permission of the Australian 
Customs Service. 
The Ladies' Rest Room, "one of the show places", 1950. Reproduced by permission of 
the Australian Customs Service. 
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T -HE NATIONAL TRUST CLASSIFICATION, whatever its in-
tention, appears in retrospect to mark a vital stage m the 
metamorphosis of the Customs House, from a building that 
housed workers to a historic monument that needed to be 
preserved. In October 1973 the Sunday Sun ran a story about 
the wishes of Queensland yachtsmen to have the Customs 
House preserved as a headquarters for the boating community 
of the state, to which the CoUector of Customs responded that 
It would remain the headquarters of the Customs Service for 
several years; there were no immediate plans to vacate the 
budding, though many of its former employees had by now 
left; only about 90 of the 420 employees of the service in 
Brisbane stiU worked there. The hope was expressed that the 
Customs House would be put to a purpose that secured 
maximum public benefit. It was an exchange of views that 
appeared to speU out the future, if m indistinct terms at this 
stage. ^ ^ 
Meanwhile, repairs needed to be undertaken and they were 
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repairs that were directed towards the survival of the budding 
rather than the survival of the Customs Service within it. The 
stained glass beneath the dome required remecHal work and a 
copper roof was subsequently fitted to the lantern. The flagpole 
was removed at this stage. In 1975 the Depar tment of Housing 
and Construction investigated the deteriorating condition of 
the copper-sheathed dome and found that the green patina was 
subject to brown discolouration and would need to be cleaned 
with great care in the future. In the foUowing year, leaks were 
discovered in the dome, which led to the identification of 
terndtes at the base of the dome where the surrounding 
softwood had become infested. Dur ing 1977 the Long R o o m 
underwent yet another reorganisation. This time it was a 
question ofremovmg partitions rather than instaUing them, and 
once again opemng up the great space rather than fiUing it with 
officials and clerks. It looked like a further stage in the depopu-
lation of the Customs House and was the prelude to another 
significant stage in the changing status of the budding, its hstmg 
in the Gazette of 29 March 1977 as part of the National Estate. 
Increasingly it was being identified as part of the nation's 
heritage, a place to preserve rather than an office block to fiU.^*^ 
There occurred during 1978 a major exercise in preserva-
tion, what the Sunday Sun picturesquely described as the 
creation of a 'water-free envelope 'around the whole budding 
to protect it against damp and terndtes. The cement rendering 
over the brick should probably have been replaced but the 
official status of the Customs House made the authorities 
reluctant to undertake such a drastic action. Instead they had 
the waUs cleaned and repainted, joints sealed and damaged 
stonework on columns and pilasters replaced by new stone 
supplied by the stonemasons John Petrie and Co. , successors 
to the original budders of the Customs House. The exterior 
was then given multicoats of Gunac treatment, a pigmented 
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water emulsion that provided a plastic coating to the budding, 
the 'envelope'of the Sunday Sun. At the same time, the roof was 
resheeted and some of its timbers replaced as a result of termites 
having eaten through the existing zinc sheeting as weU as into 
the woodwork. The Long Room, too, had been the victim of 
termite attack on its plaster and much repair work had to be 
undertaken, after which it was redecorated m what was de-
scribed as an attempt to recapture what it looked like at the 
turn of the century. The heritage theme was again domi-
nant.25.29 
It was reinforced in August 1982 when the CoUector of 
Customs requested the preparation of a historical survey and 
management report for the four Queensland customs houses 
at Brisbane, TownsviUe, Cairns and Thursday Island. He was 
informed that normaUy those buddings that were under threat 
of alteration or change of usage would be given this consid-
eration, and the CoUector was evidently conscious of the dual 
role that he was now fulfiUing, that associated with his title and 
that deriving from his custocHanship of a national treasure. This 
was fiirther evident in a request that he addressed to the 
Department of Housing and Construction in October 1985 
for work on the Customs House to be undertaken in 1986—7. 
Among the areas requiring attention and the repair and main-
tenance jobs to be done he cited the upgrading of the todets, 
external repairs and repainting, and the replacement of floor 
coverings in tiled areas and staircases. He sought his estimate 
by late November, but what is more significant is that he asked 
that the standard of upgrading should stand up to assessment 
in accordance with the historical classification of the budding. 
He received his estimate by the requested time, on 26 Novem-
ber, and was informed that the work would cost $327,000 to 
complete. This reply was subsequently annotated by a gloomy 
official who noted that the job had never been authorised, that 
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the eradication of white ant infestation was proceeding and 
that he beHeved that the building might be put up for sale on 
the completion of the work. The Customs House had entered 
Its crisis years.^ '^  
When George OrweU described the nightmare of 1984 he 
made no prediction of the 'secret City river road plan'revealed 
by the Courier-Mail on 29 February, an extraordinary day in a 
supposedly fateful year. Although Alderman Joe St Ledger 
pleaded against premature speculation, conservationists, archi-
tects and other interested parties had already heard of a scheme 
to budd a road between the Customs House and the river and 
were appaUed at the notion, condemned by the AustraHan 
Heritage Commission chairman. Ken Wiltshire, as 'absolutely 
crazy'. The chairman of the Brisbane City Councd Transport 
Committee attempted to reassure the worried on 1 March by 
stating that the proposed river road would actuaUy be diverted 
round the Customs House (and not go through it), that only 
two of the four proposed options involved passing on the river 
side, and that the vista of the Customs House would not be 
destroyed. Although construction work actuaUy began in 1985 
on the riverside freeway that would have separated the Cus-
toms House from its river, the local political scene changed and 
one disaster was averted, only to be supplanted by another.^'' 
On 4 January 1985, while the road was stdl a possibiHty the 
Cown'er-M(3i7 revealed a new potential 'Customs House disaster', 
a proposed twenty-three-storey office budding as a next-door 
neighbour, an alarming prospect to columnist Don Petersen 
who argued reasonably and moderately that 'this Httle budding 
needs space around it'. The cry was taken up nationaUy in the 
Bulletin, which announced on 29 January that 'Brisbane's last 
classical budcHng', 'probably the finest piece of architecture in 
Brisbane', a 'veritable Venetian palace', was facing doom, about 
to be engulfed by the Lend Lease Riverside Plan. Part of its 
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problem, it was suggested, was that no fewer than seven separate 
authorities were responsible for the budding, quite apart from 
interested parties such as the AustraHan Heritage Commission, 
the National Trust, the Royal AustraHan Institute of Architects, 
and the University of Queensland Department of Architecture. 
The Customs House was now unquestionably a heritage issue 
and a prime concern of local conservationists who chd have 
experience of old buildings that disappeared overnight. It is 
worth noting that The University of Queensland •was now 
being identified, through its Department of Architecture, as an 
interested party and that Ken Wiltshire, a member of its 
academic staff, pubHcised the architectural and historical merit 
of the Customs House in the Bulletin and elsewhere.^ " '^^ ^ 
Fortunately for the immediate survival prospects of the 
Customs House, commercial developments could be as slow 
to proceed as governments were to take decisions and some 
breathing space was given in 1985-86. Brisbane's new lord 
mayor, SaUyanne Atkinson, had a sensitivity to heritage issues 
generaUy and to the Customs House in particular and ex-
changed ideas with the Customs Service as the riverside 
development staUed. In March 1986 memoranda were passing 
across the Department of Housing and Construction to the 
effect that the Customs House might shortly become 'surplus 
to requirements', possibly •within twelve months, and the 
Heritage Commission was concerned about its future. Two 
suggestions were made: that it should retain some link with the 
Customs Service by housing some part of that service; alter-
natively that the Commonwealth might seek a sympathetic 
lessee. At present, it was pointed out, there was no state or local 
government legislation to provide the necessary protection and 
It was undesirable for the Customs House to pass from Com-
monwealth control where it enjoyed a measure of protection. 
If the Customs House should indeed prove surplus to require-
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ments, the Commonweal th should be looking for some means 
to limit Its own financial commitments that was consistent with 
the preservation of the budding as befitted its status.^" 
By early Aprd the tune had changed somewhat; the Heritage 
Commission was informed that the Customs Service was 
certainly expected to move eventuaUy but it would continue 
to occupy the Brisbane Customs House for the next three to 
five years. T h e earlier prediction was nearer to the mark, but, 
whatever the remaining tenure of the Customs Service, it had 
by now been decided that the Department of Housing and 
Construction should prepare a Historical Survey and Manage-
ment Plan that would examine the past and prepare for the 
future. No t untd 14 November did the department come up 
with the recommendation of AUom,LoveU and Associates Pty 
Ltd, as the firm to undertake this work, and not untd 19 
December did that firm offer to accept the assignment, for a 
specified fee. Their briefing reminded them of the statutory 
commitment of the Commonweal th government under the 
AustraHan Heritage Commission Act to ensure that the cul-
turaUy significant qualities of the property were not adversely 
affected by the budding's future use or neglect. The department 
was seeking a management plan that described the existing 
physical concHtion of the building, listed the acceptable and 
non-acceptable changes that might be made to it, and identified 
the range of compatible uses to which the budding might be 
put.20 
W h d e the formalities of this commission were being final-
ised in the last weeks of 1986, the Customs House itself 
appeared to be under a double attack, in part from the termites 
that Rentoki l offered to eHminate by extensive drdling and 
poisoning at a cost of $11,000, in part from the developers on 
both sides who were generating plans and rumours to horrify 
aU those concerned to protect the Customs House and its 
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future. O n 11 October a Courier-Mail correspondent had 
expressed horror at the prospect of a continuous line of hotels, 
shops and offices from the Customs House to the Story Bridge. 
Shortly afterwards it was a threatened eight-storey hotel im-
mediately adjacent to the Customs House that was to destroy 
a precinct rated by the Courier-Mail as ' too valuable for devel-
opment' . There was at least some comfort to be derived from 
an understanding that the Commonweal th , in its search for 
guideUnes for leasing, would never seU the Customs House, 
though doubt would be cast even upon this before much more 
time had elapsed.^"'^'* 
By 1987 the riverside freeway had been superseded by a plan 
to budd nothing more alarming than a pedestrian walkway in 
front of the Customs House and on 1 Aprd the Heritage 
Commission notified the Department of Local Government 
that this was acceptable as long as it was as narrow as possible, 
as close to the river level as possible, would not damage the 
retaining waU and would be used only for its declared purpose. 
It was simdarly acceptable that a new use should be found for 
the Customs House, though it opposed a possible option of 
turning it into a hotel. The matter appeared to be assuming 
some degree of urgency in July when the Courier-Mail pre-
dicted, wrongly, that the budding would be vacated by the 
Customs Service later that year and reminded its readers of the 
forthcoming report that would help the Commonweal th gov-
ernment to find a long- term tenant w h o would ensure its 
preservation.2°'2'* 
The long-awaited conservation study from what was now 
the firm of AUom LoveU Marquis-Kyle appeared in November, 
and the Depar tment of Administrative Services, while devel-
oping its strategy for future management, was prompted to caU 
for a speedy structural report, especiaUy to identify the extent 
of white ant infestation, as a matter of much greater urgency. 
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It was ready by January 1988. ImmecHate survival had a prior 
caU over future management. The general conclusion that the 
Customs House was structuraUy sound was qualified by a 
whole list of reservations that had to be addressed at once: 
burrowing rodents were entering the budcHng through un-
guarded weep-holes; trees and shrubs were growing between 
the stones and putting the retaining waU at risk; there were fine 
cracks in the stonework and rendering indicating sHght move-
ment; there were cracks in the Gunac coating; water was 
entering the dome; termites were in the first-floor ceiling, but 
not m the basement or ground floor, and only in the softwood. 
The last had to be eliminated along with the trees and shrubs, 
and aU the other problems would need to be tackled.^ ^ '^^ ^ 
On 22 Aprd 1988 the Customs House closed its doors. It 
had become, in the words of the National Trust Journal, redun-
dant; the switch to containerisation had moved the port of 
Brisbane to the river mouth; the shipping offices and ware-
houses were closed; the wharves were in disuse and the 
previously thriving port community had disappeared. No 
longer did the budding retain its tracHtional place in the Hfe of 
the city. The staff of the Customs Service were a widely 
scattered body, some 300 at five separate city locations and 130 
more at Brisbane Airport. Now the old headquarters were to 
be abandoned as the service moved to Australia House in 
Adelaide Street. There were plans to reopen the Customs 
House on 9 July for 'The Turn of the Century BaU', but a 
principal outcome of its evacuation was the revelation of the 
fuU extent of infestation and damage that had occurred. The 
primary termite nest was located in the riverbank north of the 
privies, and termites were seen to have entered the budding at 
the south-east corner, devouring the softwood in the privies 
and the garage along the way^'''^'''^' 
There began the fruidess endeavour to find a suitable tenant 
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and the budding was 'mothbaUed'. Despite the stout efforts of 
a group of former Customs House employees to ensure that 
the budding received proper maintenance from its owners, the 
Commonwealth government, there was considerable deterio-
ration in its concHtion. Internally the plaster, the joinery and 
the paintwork aU suffered, externally the gardens and surround-
ing areas experienced neglect, and the roof was increasingly in 
need of attention. The deterioration would be confirmed 
during an inspection of 1 May 1990 by the T.A. Taylor Group 
of Companies which revealed numerous leaks in the roof, the 
dome cracked and holed, and roof repairs needing to be done 
that would cost in excess of$35,000;it was conceded that there 
had been a long history of leaks in the north-east corner of the 
budding exacerbated in recent times by the failure to keep up 
with the fortnightly leaf-removing exercise after the transfer of 
the budding from the Customs Service to the Australian 
Property Group which was managing it on behalf of the 
Commonwealth.^^•^^• '^^  
It was announced m January 1989 that •with the transfer of 
the Customs House to its new guardian it would be offered 
for pubhc tender. There foUowed a prolonged slanging match 
and one of those bitter exchanges between the state and federal 
governments which seem to characterise Queensland history, 
with private enterprise poised to make its bid should public 
enterprise fail to reach agreement and more politicaUy neutral 
bodies such as the National Trust concerned to ensure that 
whoever controUed the budcHng should be in a position to 
restore it to its original condition and be encouraged to do so 
by the granting of a long lease. On 20 March, the Courier-Mail 
reported that the state was bidding to regain control of the 
Customs House, an initiative led by the Brisbane River Com-
mittee chaired by Beryce Nelson, who warned that the resto-
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ration work could cost $'/2ni or possibly even three times that 
amount. Premier Mike Ahern took up the cause, accusing the 
federal government of aUowing the Customs House to faU into 
decay while trying to 'flog it off'. It was widely beHeved that 
the federal government was attempting to find a buyer, for 
which It was criticised by local Labor Alderman David Hinch-
cliffe, though such an intention was denied by Senator Gerry 
Jones who revealed that there was a thought of refurbishing it 
as a Commonweal th museum. The state's interest was being 
discouraged, aUegecUy because there was no Queensland leg-
islation sufficient to protect the Customs House, which was 
denied on the Queensland side, and the federal government 
was accused of displaying its customary contempt for the states, 
withholding what was rightfuUy theirs, meanwhile disgrace-
fuUy neglecting the budding by not cleaning it and aUowing it 
to faU into disrepair.'^^'^'* 
By June, reports were circulating that the state government 
was being given the first option on a thirty-year lease, alterna-
tively the first option to buy the Customs House outright, 
though Premier Ahern was maintaining that the Queensland 
taxpayers should not be expected to bear the cost of refurbish-
ment, and the question of money appears to have become a 
central issue. T h e Customs House Preservation Commit tee , 
seeking to preserve the budding for the use of the people of 
Brisbane, must have despaired at the wrangling. It appeared to 
be over by 17 August when the Sun reported a state govern-
ment announcement of agreement in principle to accept a 
ninety-nine-year lease and low rental in return for a quaHty 
restoration of the budding. It reported at the same time an offer 
by Fricker Developments to restore the Customs House as a 
viable historic landmark. This it would do by converting it into 
an 'up-market club' incorporating restaurants, a business com-
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plex, meeting rooms and reception rooms, to complement the 
World Trade Centre;the World Trade Club,it reported, was one 
of many private industry proposals for the future of the 
Customs House.^ '*'^ -^  
Neither report had the outcome correct, for on 7 September 
the Courier-Mail contained a further announcement from the 
premier that the proffered lease had been superseded by a 
proffered sale and that the state would be purchasing the 
Customs House outright for $5m and restoring it at a cost of 
$7m over several years. The foUowing day the paper pubHshed 
a denial of the sale from a federal minister, Stewart West, who 
resurrected the argument that Queensland legislation gave 
inadequate protection, and insisted that a ninety-nine-year 
lease had been offered which would aUow the state government 
the opportunity to demonstrate its capacity to introduce the 
required legislation and earn its right to freehold possession. 
One week later the Courier-Mail reported that the state gov-
ernment had recently paid $5m to the federal government for 
a ninety-nine-year lease, at the same time announcing that the 
World Trade Centre would be at least thirty storeys high and 
had plans to occupy the site next to the Customs House. The 
supposed assumption of a long lease by the state government 
did not preclude more wishful thinking by a property agency 
in September that the Customs House would be a great place 
for a casino.^ '* 
If the people of Brisbane were justifiably confused by the 
contradictory reports that appeared in the press, by the mutu-
aUy contradictory statements of state and federal governments, 
and by mutuaUy contradictory statements by each on its own, 
It must be acknowledged that the second half of 1989 was a 
period of intense political turmoil and upheaval withm 
Queensland, of mimsterial and government changes against a 
background provided by the Fitzgerald Inquiry into corrup-
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tion,as one long-standing regime came to an end and another 
took Its place. The detaded history of that period and the 
Customs House negotiations that formed part of it remains to 
be written. 
So, too, the history of the foUowing eighteen months, to mid 
1991, when Htde further progress was achieved. This was 
graphically demonstrated by the Queensland Minister for 
Administrative Services, Ronald McLean, when he demanded 
that the Customs House be handed back to the state in 
first-class concHtion because the state could afford neither a 
$5m purchase price nor a $7m restoration cost. Governments 
might change in either place but Queensland's relations with 
Canberra remained fairly constant, and a Customs House 
agreement was as remote as ever WeU might Elizabeth Row-
land, Secretary of the Customs House Preservation Commit-
tee, lament the deterioration of the building and the absence 
of any move to resolve its future, vainly arguing that it had an 
earning potential of $'/2m per annum which might have acted 
as some inducement. When the federal government decided to 
break the deadlock by formally caUing in June for submissions 
from interested parties, she asked that two conditions be added 
to the government's list of prerequisites, that pubhc access to 
the budding be guaranteed and that there should be no change 
of name.^'' 
Proposals were to be lodged by the close of business on 27 
August 1991, and among these was a submission from the 
Brisbane City Councd to convert the budding into a 'people's 
art gaUery', having already received permission to develop the 
walkway along the front of the budcHng. This had the support 
of the Queensland Minister for the Environment, Pat Comben, 
and was doubdess seen as an acceptable way of resolving an 
argument that had gone on for four years to the frustration of 
successive state governments without surrendering to the 
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schemes of private enterprise that were stdl being put forward. 
Another contender was The University of Queensland, which 
proposed to estabHsh a cultural venue, including an art gaUery, 
and to create a 'downtown' presence for the university in the 
heart of the city where it had previously existed before its 
translation to St Lucia.^''•2' 
The university's submission did not •win instant approval. 
The Vice-ChanceUor, Brian Wilson, was reluctant to commit 
his institution to bearing the cost of restoration but beHeved 
that the university would make an ideal responsible tenant to 
maintain and use the budcHng if it could be aUowed to occupy 
it for a smaU rent. The government sought a stronger under-
taking of financial commitment. However, the proposal was 
short-Hsted and it became appreciably more attractive when 
the Vice-ChanceUor, encouraged by the enthusiasm of his 
Alumni Association and the general support of his Senate, 
suggested to the Minister for Administrative Services that the 
Customs House might become the subject of a capital appeal 
by the university if the Commonwealth were unable to meet 
the total cost of restoration.^' 
After developing more specific ideas for using the budding 
and contributing significantly to the costs of the venture. The 
University of Queensland became the preferred candidate, and 
on 2 October Senator Bolkus notified the Acting Vice-Chan-
ceUor, Ted Brown, that the university's bid had been successful. 
The Customs House Preservation Committee offered its con-
gratulations and any help that it could give. An immediate boost 
came from a Commonwealth aUocation of $ lm from the 'One 
Nation' package to the Queensland Department of Environ-
ment and Heritage to cover essential work of restoration, and 
the Customs Minister, David BeddaU, in formally handing over 
the lease, declared that it was appropriate to entrust the custo-
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dianship of the Customs House to an institution that was itself 
part of Brisbane's heritage. ^ '• '^' 
The umversity was now free to refine its plans for the fiiture 
use of the Customs House. T h e basement would house an art 
gaUery to give a permanent home to the Stuartholme-Behan 
coUection of Australian art and be avadable for other exhibi-
tions; there would also be room for a bookshop and a brasserie 
at this level, so that the whole of the basement would be a 
pubhc area where people could come and enjoy the amenities 
of the place. The ground floor, •with its magnificent Long 
R o o m made avadable for performances and functions of many 
kinds, would also be an extension of the university itself •with 
accommodation for postgraduate classes and offices to serve as 
an outpost for student enrolment and other services. The first 
floor would provide smaUer function rooms, a large boardroom 
avadable for the use of local firms and companies, and office 
accommodation for its senior executive officers to interact with 
members of the local community. The restored and refurbished 
Customs House was to be a facdity for the people of Brisbane 
and Queensland as weU as for the university, and it •was on this 
basis that the university invited the communi ty to participate 
in the campaign to raise $7.5m needed to undertake the great 
exercise of restoration. T h e campaign, under the chairmanship 
of D r Nick Girdis, was officiaUy launched by the Governor-
General of AustraHa, BiU Hayden, a graduate, on 17 March 
1994, and the reopening of the Customs House was planned 
to take place before the end of the year.2'* 
It IS tempting to anthropomorphise the Customs House and 
wonder what the old budding had been making of it aU and 
how it viewed its future. It had been shown a Httle considera-
tion during its years of great crisis. In August 1990, for example, 
the Courier-Mail reported that the construction of the World 
Trade Centre might have to be changed if the vibration became 
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too severe for its elderly neighbour, and the staUing of that 
project undoubtedly eased its physical and nervous tension. 
During 1991 its rooftop parapets had major structural cracks 
repaired, a piece of orthopaedic surgery that aUowed its ageing 
body to survive a Httle longer, and in February 1993, after a 
prolonged medical examination, the AustraHan Construction 
Service prepared a Brisbane Customs House Conservation 
Plan for AustraHan Estate Management that would rejuvenate 
as weU as revive. The plan depended heavily on the previous 
work of 1989 but brought its investigations up to date and 
produced detaded recommendations and mandatory require-
ments on how this great heritage building should be restored 
and preserved.^ " '^^ ^ 
The Brisbane Customs House, the sole remaining AustraHan 
customs house with a direct river frontage, was adjudged one 
of the grandest and most important buildings of the colonial 
period, the remaining fink, along with the retaining waU, •with 
the earlier maritime activity along the town reach, and a 
common feature of the riverscape and the cityscape. It should 
retain its name, it should remain accessible to the pubHc, and it 
should mount a permanent display of its own history to 
compensate, if only sHghtly, for the inevitable loss of signifi-
cance and atmosphere that must accompany its change of use. 
The criteria for conservation were clear What had survived 
from the original budding and could be revived must be 
conserved in a form as close to the original as possible. The site 
boundaries were intact from 1849, the retaining waU, the 
Venetian steps, the underground privies of 1889 were intact, as 
were most of the original paHsade fence, some gates, and the 
stone pHnth. Two original doors remained, at the front and 
south-east, the tesselated paving to the east and west boundaries 
in the original slate and marble, and the cast-iron balustracHng 
with its lettering of 'VR'. The Strong Room retained its 
109-
Property of University of Queensland Press - do not copy or distribute
T H E BRISBANE CUSTOMS H O U S E 
original slate shelving, steel window shutters and entry door 
The Long Room was intact and its -stained glass and central 
lantern were original. The CoUector's Office was stiU in its 1889 
location, and the fig tree, planted soon after the completion of 
the 1889 budding, had survived. The subsequent additions and 
intrusions must be removed, the outside above-ground ablu-
tions block, the garage, the plant housed on the roof, the 
anomalous telephone booth at the front. The mezzanines were 
more controversial. There was a case made for preserving this 
outstanding feature of the reconstruction of the 1940s but they 
would have been a strident exception to the general principle, 
and they had to go.^^-" 
Under the supervision of architect Robert Riddel this 
enormous work of restoration has proceeded to provide the 
people of Brisbane with a budcHng that -wiU enrich their future 
whde reminding them of their past. 
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R-obert Riddel and Brian Wilson plan the work of restoration, 1993. Reproduced by 
permission of Media and Information Services, The University of Queensland. 
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bny Peters restores the column capitals, 1994. Reproduced by permission of Media anc 
nformation Services, The University of Queensland. 
Basement shelving for exotic and questionable imports. Photograph by Richard Strings 
courtesy Robert Riddel Architect. 
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The glorious Long Room,-with its mezzanine galleries and troublesome floor tiles awaking 
attention. Photographs by Richard Stringer, courtesy Robert Riddel Architect. 
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The end gJlery and two interior 
columns. Photograph by Richard 
Stringer, courtesy Robert Riddel 
Architect. 
1. Long Room 
2. Mezzanine Lounge 
3.0ftke 
4. 'Waiting /Reception 
5. Stair Hall 
6. Board Room 
8. Seminar Rooms 
9. Information and Enquiries 
10. Queen Street Entrance 
11. Pre-function or Seminar 
12. Art Gallery 
13. Bookshop 
14. Lobby 
15. Reception 
16. Brasserie 
17.Terrace 
Room 
"T^^-^ CS^^^H^v ^'^ % \ 
Reproduced by permission of Media and Information Services, The University of 
Queensland. 
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The Customs House has graced the city of Brisbane 
with its neo-classical Renaissance style architecture 
since 1889. Its direct river frontage is a reminder of 
earlier maritime activity on the town reach of the 
Brisbane River. 
Over the years the external structure of this 
magnificent building has survived intact to charm 
residents and visitors to the city. It has oudasted such 
man-made threats as internal reconstruction and 
proposals to add new wings and storeys as well as the 
threat of termite infestation. Its leaking roofs, poor 
plumbing and inadequate facilities were tribulations 
known only to those who worked in it. 
When the Australian Customs Service finally 
vacated the building in 1988, its long-term future 
seemed grave. In October 1994, the Brisbane 
Customs House, restored and refurbished by its 
new custodian. The University of Queensland, 
reopened as a facility for all to enjoy. 
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